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Summary: 


When Max shows up at Family Video near closing time it’s pretty 
clear that something’s on her mind. Steve isn’t sure he’s qualified to 
help her out, though. He has enough problems of his own, what with 
not getting into college, his dead-end minimum wage job, repeated 
head trauma, and oh yeah, being a werewolf. Still, he’s not going to 
turn her away, and who knows? Maybe they’ll find a way to help 
each other along the way. 


Free to Run 


Author's Note: 


Hello and thank you for clicking on my entry for the 
Stranger Things Big Bang 2021! It comes with an 
accompanying fanmix courtesy of Falsewings that 
you can click on and listen to below. It’s a wonderful 
mix that goes through the full gamut of feelings 
brought up in the story, and I absolutely love it to 
pieces! 


Pd like to thank my friend Eleihoma for stepping in 
as a last minute beta reader despite not really being 
in this fandom at all. She also puts up on the regular 
with my obsession over all things werewolf, for 
which I could not be more grateful. 


That’s all this is, really. Me, my love of werewolves, 
Steve Harrington, Max Mayfield and found family 
tropes, all put in a blender and poured out just for 
you! Did I say thanks for clicking already? Because I 
mean it, truly. Enjoy! 


FREE TO 


Fanmix by Falsewings 


Spotify | YouTube 


“Hey! Was that you creeping around my place last night?” 


Despite his impressive reflexes, Max’s voice suddenly intruding on his 
thoughts causes Steve to clumsily juggle the video tapes in his hands, 
only catching one before the rest clatter noisily to the floor. Cassettes 
pop out of their cases and cause other movies to crash to the ground 
in a domino effect. To Steve it sounds like an avalanche and he can’t 
help but grit his teeth at the cacophony. From two aisles over a 
matronly lady glances at the scene with narrowed eyes and fixes 
Steve with a displeased scowl. Oh well. Better him than Max. His 


school career sort of made him immune to old women getting 
disproportionately angry with him. He turns to her and ducks his 
head apologetically, affixing a weak smile on his face. She gives him 
a haughty sniff before turning back to her perusal of the selection on 
the ‘Action/Adventure’ shelf. He already knows that she’s not going 
to choose any to rent. 


Mrs. Whitcomb has been a regular since long before Steve or Robin 
started working at Family Video. She stops in once every week like 
clockwork, much to the chagrin of every employee. As Keith’s least 
favourite, Steve has noticed that he seems to be on duty during an 
unfair majority of her visits. Her nails are long and painted in garish 
colours, and she’s always gingerly carrying a clipboard with a yellow 
legal pad that she scribbles notes in compulsively. She writes down 
every ‘offensive’ movie in the store, including all the moral violations 
she claims they’ve broken. He’s not certain if she’s trying to get them 
shut down, or if she just wants to force them to destroy the tapes in 
question. Neither scenario is likely to happen, but it sadly hasn’t 
deterred her even a little. Steve knows for a fact that she’s eagerly 
awaiting the VHS release of ‘A Nightmare on Elm Street 2’, having 
hissed at him about it half a month ago. Not only was it about unruly 
teens getting horribly murdered, the killer was a paedophile, and 
(and in Mrs. Whitcomb’s head this next part was the worst!) it was 
secretly filled with subliminal messages about ‘those degenerate 
gays’. Robin had been forced to drag Steve into the employee break 
room to stop him from going feral on a sixty-two year old woman. 


It had taken almost half an hour of Robin doing her best to calm him 
down for his breathing to even out and his eyes to go back to normal. 
His best friend had been touched, though. For a full hour afterward 
she hadn’t called him ‘Dingus’ even once. Not that he did it for her, 
but it still made his insides warm and content to know she was 
pleased with him. However, Robin isn’t here at the moment to 
prevent an ugly confrontation from happening. He’s also got the 
added worry of one of his kids being in the store with them. His heart 
is beating too loudly in his ears, adrenaline rushing through his veins 
as his need to protect Max is screaming in his head. He’s not entirely 


certain just what his instincts think he can do to keep her safe from 
nebulous concepts like the Moral Majority and their fears about 
Satanism, but sometimes (okay, most of the time) being rational 
doesn’t help to quell the reflexive aggression from welling up inside. 
It’s better to just cut this off while he still can, while he still has the 
presence of mind to do something before the situation spirals out of 
his control. He has far more important things to attend to, or rather, 
someone far more important. 


Exhaling once sharply through his nose, Steve whips back to grimace 
apologetically at Max. She doesn’t catch the look because she’s bent 
down and is doing her best to help pick up the fallen movies. His lips 
curve gently at the sight, but Steve crouches to take them carefully 
from her arms. This isn’t her fault, she shouldn’t have to clean up 
after him. The moment his hands brush against her he can’t help but 
note the way her whole body freezes for just a fraction of a second. It 
makes him think of the way animals go absolutely still sometimes in 
the face of certain death, because on some level they understand 
there’s nothing else they can do. Sometimes running isn’t an option. 
He clucks his tongue softly, a mix of sadness and helplessness making 
him feel old and weary. He can read it in her posture and the way her 
eyes never quite meet his; something is wrong. Steve takes the 
movies he lifted from her and dumps them on the nearest shelf 
unceremoniously. There isn’t anyone around to chide him for it, 
except the sole ‘customer’ in the store. 


He coughs once, conspicuously, waiting to make sure he’s caught the 
old woman’s attention. “When you’re ready to check out, Mrs. 
Whitcomb,” Steve struggles to put on his most polite customer service 
tone even if it galls him inside. “Just give the bell on the desk a ring. 
I hafta have a talk with my, uh,” Steve lightly bites the inside of his 
cheek, giving Max a nervous glance from the side of his eye. He’s 
risking overstepping her boundaries, but it’s the best excuse he can 
come up with on short notice. “Sister. My sister. Family issues, 
right?” He laughs awkwardly, trying to keep his hands still by 
crossing his arms tightly over his chest. At times like this he wishes 
he had a little more muscle mass. He’s too thin to really intimidate 


anyone, he’s always known this. Hell, even Tommy knew this, and 
used it to his advantage more than once. The dude never fought fair. 
Steve, on the other hand, always preferred to use his charisma to get 
through awkward situations. Some people however were simply 
impervious to his charms. 


The geriatric crone pivots to fix him with a sharp glare. Her filmy 
eyes are almost certainly measuring him up and deciding that he 
doesn’t meet her standards. Little does she know that Steve’s been on 
the end of these sorts of looks his entire life. They don’t have any 
effect when coming from virtual strangers. “Do you really think me 
such a fool, Mr. Harrington?” Steve winces. He hates being called 
that. His dad is Mr. Harrington. He’s fairly certain his parents aren’t 
even all that happy having their last name and family legacy attached 
to Steve. “I know perfectly well that your parents have no other 
children.” 


“Well, yeah, I mean, no,” Steve shakes his head, thoughts racing as 
quickly as he can force them to. He might have everyone in the 
world, himself included, convinced that he’s a total dumbass, but 
there are some things he’s decent at. Creating convincing lies on the 
fly was a skill he’d honed back in the days when he’d ruled Hawkins 
High. “She isn’t my real sister,” he affirms, “but she’s my little sister 
through one of my church’s programs. Big Brothers.” He risks another 
look at Max from the side of his eye but her expression is inscrutable. 
He’ll take the fact that she hasn’t voiced an immediate protest as a 
sign that he’s doing okay. 


“T wasn’t aware your family attended a church,” Mrs. Whitcomb sniffs 
again, tilting her chin up slightly so that she’s deliberately peering 
down along the line of her nose at Max. It makes Steve’s blood boil in 
his veins, a sweet singing deep in the core of his body calling out to 
be released. He can’t allow that to happen, so instead he slides over 
to block Max from Whitcomb’s judgement. “I also wasn’t aware the 
program allowed an adult male to foster a young lady,” she sneers, 


her tone poisonous and implying far more than what her words alone 
convey. 


Steve’s anger has reached the limits of his control, the feeling 
howling through every bone and muscle in his body. He aches so 
badly he wants to curl up in a ball and scream, but giving in isn’t an 
option here in front of this bitch. She’s in his territory, insulting that 
which is his, like she has any right—He releases a shaky breath, 
trying to centre himself like Robin would be coaching him to do right 
now. The problem is that Robin’s not here. She’s away overnight in 
Indianapolis, competing in some kind of marching band competition. 
That leaves Steve with precious little left that can stop him if 
Whitcomb keeps pursuing this line of conversation. The insinuation 
that he would ever, could ever.... Steve slips a little further and a 
growl works its way up his throat, low and menacing. 


Max sidesteps around him, her hand reaching out to brush ever so 
gently against the back of his arm as she passes. He understands 
clearly what she’s trying to tell him with her actions, her body 
language. He can feel her message resonate through his bones, more 
direct than words could ever hope to be. This is how he 
communicates best. 


Calm down. I’ve got this. 


He’s a little dumbfounded. Max’s resilience and strength awe Steve at 
times. Even though he’s older than her by almost five years, he still 
finds himself wishing he could possess even a fraction of her will and 
determination. He’s always been a little lacking in that department, 
but he was trained to back down and give in from a young age. It was 
only the bravado of being King Steve that hid most of his true nature 
from his peers. He can see a lot of similarities between Max and 
himself from that era of his life. The major difference is that Max’s 


bravery isn’t faked, she’s really just this fearless. 


“They don’t, normally,” she shrugs, expression cold and 
contemptuous. It’s probably not apparent to Whitcomb, but Steve 
picks up how stiff and clipped her voice is. It’s one of the few signs he 
can recognize that indicates just how hard she’s trying to supress her 
own anger at Whitcomb’s snide remarks. He’s mollified to know he 
isn’t alone in feeling pissed off at the nerve of this woman, even if 
Max is doing a much better job controlling her feelings. He can’t help 
it. Not at this particular time. 


The moon is waxing close to full and the shadows have grown long, 
beginning to pool over Hawkins for the night. Steve always feels a 
little less like he has a firm handle on himself during this part of the 
month. He shudders once and pushes the reminder to the back of his 
thoughts. He needs to focus right now, he missed a small part of what 
Max was saying. “ —summer I lost my brother in the fire at Starcourt. 
So when I asked for a Big Brother they decided it was okay and 
paired me up with Steve. I already knew him through my friends. He 
hangs around with their older siblings.” 


Pride wells up in his heart, warm and glowing. It makes Steve want 
to pull Max into the tightest hug and never let go. She’s handling 
Mrs. Whitcomb with amazing maturity and such a calm demeanour. 
It’s legitimately impressive. Steve can admit that It’s better than he’s 
done during any of their forced interactions. Even if he didn’t have 
his specific issues, keeping himself in check dealing with the 
unpleasant woman has always been more trouble than it’s worth. He 
can easily imagine a future where Keith would have to fire him over 
it, if he doesn't find some other reason to kick Steve out the door 
first. Sure, the guy doesn’t like Whitcomb either, but Keith makes no 
effort to conceal the fact that he hates Steve more than anyone else 
on the planet. He’s not sure how Robin convinced him to give Steve 
the job but he kind of suspects that it involved giving Keith free 
license to taunt Steve mercilessly without fear of reprisal. In all 


fairness, it’s what he deserves. The King was a jerk and there are still 
plenty of his peers who assume he’s going to fall back into that 
persona some day. It’s actually pretty tempting when dealing with 
customers like Whitcomb, but Steve has promised himself that the 
King is dead. He’s an adult now, he needs to face his own problems. 
He can’t keep hiding behind a mask for his entire life. Well, more 
than absolutely necessary. Some things still need to be kept a secret, 
after all. 


“Tm really lucky to have Steve,” Max is finishing off with a stubborn 
look on her pixie features. She’s stepped in close to Steve’s side, arms 
crossed in a mirror of his own, though probably for a different 
reason. Somehow Max manages to make the gesture look far more 
threatening than Steve does. “He’s a great big brother.” 


Fuck. Steve grinds his teeth together as hard as he can because the 
last thing he needs is to get all weak in the knees and start blubbering 
over this. Sure, Max is saying it as part of her performance to make 
Mrs. Whitcomb back down, but the words still penetrate directly to 
Steve’s heart. They carve out a spot there and make themselves at 
home. He has to blink rapidly to recover as he feels moisture line his 
lower lids and just hopes that no one notices. 


Mrs. Whitcomb isn’t as enchanted by Max’s defence as Steve is. 
Looking slightly green in the face, the woman harumphs once, 
stuffing her legal pad back into her purse. Her lips are puckered up 
like she’s bit directly into a lemon. “It’s inappropriate,” she insists, as 
unwilling to give up the topic as a dog with a tasty bone. Hm. A nice 
marrow bone sounds pretty good right now. He skipped lunch 
because Dustin had stopped by to discuss next week’s D&D campaign, 
and it’s left him starving. Something fresh, still warm, it sounds so go 
— Steve has to cut off the thought before he starts salivating. That 
definitely would raise flags with the old buzzard staring him down. If 
he couldn’t already feel the itch of the nearly full moon buzzing 
along his skin it would be readily apparent by just how often his 


thoughts keep drifting and betraying him. He needs to be better than 
this, have better self control than this. “And just what church do you 
belong to, Mr. Harrington? I will have to have a word with them 
personally!” 


Steve’s parents trained him to be polite to adults, so the reply 
tumbles from his lips before he can think better of it. “Cathedral of 
the Immaculate Conception,” Steve sighs. Ultimately it doesn’t matter 
that he let the information slip. Mrs. Whitcomb knows enough people 
in town to discover the answer easily enough on her own. Trying to 
hide it would just make her all the more determined, which would be 
bad since Steve’s off-the-cuff lie would unravel awfully fast under the 
slightest scrutiny. He isn’t exactly what anyone could call a regular 
church-goer, lacking any particularly strong convictions about the 
divine. He knows for a fact that werewolves, telekinesis, and 
alternate dimensions are all very real despite public perception. It 
makes sense to keep an open mind about almost everything, even the 
possibility of Gods existing. The safest option seems like just trying to 
be a good person and then hope that one of them takes pity on him 
when his time is up. He’s only nineteen, though. Mrs. Whitcomb is 
sixty-two. Maybe she’s feeling a little edgy about her chances of 
getting into the afterlife and is overcompensating to try and earn 
some last minute brownie points. 


Oddly, contrary to what Steve expects, the old woman’s eyes stretch 
comically wide at his reply and she stares at him like he’s grown a 
second head, or started speaking Swahili. One liver-spotted hand 
trembles, bird-like, to clutch at the string of fake pearls hanging 
around her neck. “A Catholic,” she gasps, the word dropping from 
her lips like she’s uttering the most vile swear word she can call to 
mind. “I should have known.” Without a further word or glance 
behind her, she storms out and all but runs towards her car. Even 
back in the store, Steve and Max easily catch the sound of her door 
slamming shut before she screeches out of the parking lot. 


In disbelief the two teens stare wide-eyed at each other, both more 
than a little taken aback by the woman’s strangely dramatic 
performance. A few silent beats go by and then both of their lips 
twitch at the same time. Suddenly they’re pitching over, using 
various fixtures to hold themselves up, laughing helplessly until they 
can barely pull in enough air to fill their wheezing lungs. It isn’t 
funny, not really, but at the same time it’s so ridiculous that they’re 
unable to help themselves. They’ve stared down otherworldly 
monsters, lost people as a consequence, and miraculously made it out 
the other side. The Mrs. Whitcombs of the world are hardly more 
than a mild annoyance, a mosquito that buzzes around, unaware of 
just how easily it can be swatted out of the sky, and of the roles Steve 
and Max have each played to keep that from happening to the 
oblivious citizens of Hawkins. 


When his breathing finally starts to even out, Steve has the presence 
of mind to recall that Max’s reason for being here almost certainly 
doesn’t have anything to do with Whitcomb. He jogs over to the front 
door, taking a quick glance outside to ensure no one else is 
approaching the store. Satisfied that there aren’t any other potential 
customers hanging around, Steve quickly twists the thumb lock 
closed and flicks off the blinking OPEN sign. He hits the bank of light 
switches last and it instantly dims the interior of the store to a 
pleasantly shadowed twilight, feeling far more cozy than the harsh 
fluorescents it’s normally lit by. It’s a little early to close up, but it’s 
been a slow night to begin with. Mrs. Whitcomb is one of only two 
customers he’s had in the past three hours. 


On his way back to Max he grabs a bottle of Coke from the cooler 
standing near the front desk and hands it to her. A frown flashes 
across her lips for a split second before she chooses to accept it 
wordlessly. Steve’s aware that Max hates anything that seems like 
charity, but she’s getting more comfortable with these sorts of small 
gestures. “You good now, Red?” He tips his head towards her drink. 
“T figured you might need something for your throat. I don’t know 
about you, but I’m certainly not used to having that good of a laugh 
these days.” 


Subtly she turns her head, letting her hair fall out from behind her 
ear to conceal part of her expression. It hides nothing because he can 
easily hear the genuine gratitude in her voice when she thanks him. 
Content with that, he swiftly swoops in to steal the Coke from her 
hand, taking a long sip before passing it back to her with a smirk. 
“Jerk,” she huffs, but the light shove she gives him isn’t angry in the 
least. She enjoys this sort of back and forth, the slightly playful 
bickering that allows her to cover up the depth of her real emotions. 
Steve knows that only time and being surrounded by people she can 
trust and who will be patient with her can bring out more of her 
genuine self. 


When she first arrived in town Max’s walls were as tall and thick as a 
fortress, but being a part of their odd collection of misfits has 
changed her a lot. Steve’s had vague talks with Dustin and Lucas 
about how she acts with them and it’s pretty much confirmed his 
theory. When asked, Steve had dodged the question and demurred 
rather than admitting he has some personal experience when it comes 
to building walls and acting a certain way to keep people at a safe 
distance. Then again, both boys are smart and perceptive. They 
almost certainly pieced together the context as soon as he spoke with 
them. 


He can’t help but feel particularly protective of Max due to these 
similarities, which is a difficult line to toe. She isn’t the type to 
appreciate Steve’s nosiness, his need to check in constantly and make 
sure she’s doing alright. He does his best to watch from a distance 
and make himself available to any of the kids if they need him. 
Usually they don’t. 


Max isn’t the type to come forward if she ever does need help , 
though. Losing her stepbrother has been difficult, setting her back 
close to how she had been when they’d first moved to Hawkins. 


Dustin had confided to Steve that she’d been far more sullen and 
withdrawn since everything that happened at Starcourt. El moving 
away with the Byers only made things worse, taking away the only 
other girl her own age in their group. 


If she came here tonight on her own maybe it means she’s finally 
reaching out, or trying to take a small step out from behind her walls 
again. Or maybe she just wants to rent a movie. Steve knows he 
needs to work on being more patient. Max will get around to sharing 
her reasons for showing up when she wants to. The moon just makes 
him agitated, he can’t sit still and wait for her to start talking, he has 
to move . 


“Mind if I clean these up as we talk?” Steve asks, sorting back 
through the shelf he’d dumped the dropped tapes on. Max shakes her 
head and watches as he carefully checks each one, putting them back 
into their proper cases as needed and moving swiftly through the 
store to return them. After a few minutes Steve can’t help but toss a 
casual look over his shoulder at the girl. Maybe he does need to 
encourage her somehow. “Uh, about that whole talking thing I 
mentioned? I don’t actually know why you're here to talk, so it might 
be a better idea for you to start us off?” 


She’s worrying her lip slightly as she shadows him around the store, 
obviously thinking over something important, but they have time. 
Steve continues his normal work tasks, humming to himself as he 
goes through the familiar motions. It only takes a few more minutes 
for Max to summon up the will to tell him what’s on her mind. 


“Were you at my house last night?” She blurts suddenly, breaking the 
oppressive silence. Steve is thankful. He’s never liked the quiet. 
Nothing to do except listen to his own heartbeat and let a million 
worries crowd his head. He turns to glance at Max curiously. Her 


brows are furrowed and the look on her face is hard to puzzle out. 
She’s crossed her arms over her chest and her short nails are digging 
into the thin fabric of her jacket where it bunches up around her 
elbows. Steve files away a mental note that she’s probably going to 
need a new jacket once fall hits. Max likes clothing that’s fashionable 
but functional, and casual enough that she can goof around in it 
without worrying. Sure, Autumn is still like, five months away, but it 
doesn’t hurt to keep in mind. “Hey!” She exclaims suddenly, snapping 
her fingers right below his chin several times. “Don’t go zoning out 
on me now. Answer the question!” 


“Jeez, take it easy, squirt!” He protests mildly, bustling past her to 
hide the embarrassed blush rising up into his cheeks. He needs to get 
a handle on the whole not-being-able-to-focus issue, but he doesn’t 
exactly have the time to devote to the matter right now. Max is still 
staring at him, her brows angled down sharply as he steals a quick 
look at her. He can’t help but hunch his shoulders, an uneasy feeling 
stealing over him as he thinks back. Can he answer her question? He 
honestly isn’t sure. Steve’s willing to do his best and give it a try, 
though. He exhales long and deep through his nose, eyes fluttering 
shut out of habit. 


Last night. 


Last night... 


Last... oh! It’s a little hazy, but the memories begin to drift back up 
into his conscious mind. Or, well, not his conscious mind, per se. It’s 
more like the half of his brain that’s better suited for storing and 
interpreting his thoughts and memories. The other half tends to live 
more moment to moment, the finer details harder to hold on to. 


“Yeah,” he starts tentatively, eyelids lifting slowly to stare blindly 
across the store. He’s still seeing the images in his mind rather than 
the dull green paint covering the walls of the Family Video. They’re 
there, the memories, close to the surface but feeling largely 
disconnected from himself. “I-I was out... having a run. I...” Steve 
frowns, trying to make the needs and instincts of a wolf fit into 
human words. “I was checking in on everyone. I needed to make sure 
they were safe.” 


“Safe?” 


Steve shrugs. The concept of safe means a huge array of things when 
the moon is up and he’s running on four legs. It’s easier to dumb it 
down into something a little more understandable from a human 
perspective. “Y’know, like, no monsters or anything hanging around.” 


“Except for the werewolf.” 


He brushes off the comment with a casual hand wave. “Yeah, yeah, 
except for the werewolf. For the record, I wasn’t hanging around, I 
was just checking in, like I said. I...” Steve runs a tired hand through 
his hair. It feels thicker and more tousled today, less willing to be 
groomed into one of his signature styles. It gets like that when the 
moon is close to full. Or maybe he’s just biased to think it is. “Pretty 
sure I start doing it every month around this time,” he points to the 
ceiling, but Max’s face shows that she understands what he’s really 
indicating. “My nightly rounds. Something like that.” 


“You left a bunch of paw prints in my backyard. Huge ones,” she 
emphasizes, her hands held out to make a circle about the size of a 
dinner plate. “Neil, he, uh...he freaked out. Said he was going to go 
get a bear trap or something.” 


A tired smile curves his lips slightly. “Hey, I appreciate the warning,” 
Steve says warmly, moving casually to bump against her side as he 
heads over to restock the last two tapes in his hands. “Breakfast at 
Tiffany’s” and “The Town that Dreaded Sundown”. A bit of an odd 
couple, there. He’d seen the latter with Tommy and Carol years ago 
when he’d still been royalty, the former he’d only gotten around to 
watching a few months ago because he and Robin could both agree 
that Audrey Hepburn was super hot. Robin is sticking to her 
obsessive need to ‘broaden his horizons’, which usually means 
watching films with subtitles or lacking coherent plots. Sometimes 
both. It’s time they spend together though, so Steve keeps quiet and 
enjoys the company, if not the films. He doesn’t have much time left 
to be with Robin. She’ll be leaving soon. That thought raises a deep 
well of unpleasant feelings in his heart that Steve is steadfastly 
refusing to confront, so he pushes it away for the millionth time and 
pretends he’s fine. It’s a skill he’s practically perfected over the years. 
Finally finished all his tasks, Steve turns to Max as he leans back 
heavily against the front counter. “I’m good, though. Haven’t been 
caught in any traps yet, and I’ve seen plenty out there in the woods. 
Lots of hunters lay them out of season. It’s like they don’t even care 
about the local werewolf population’s safety!” 


Max rolls her eyes like the true professional all teens seem to become 
around her age at Steve’s lame joke. “From what you’ve said, you are 
the local werewolf population.” 


“Yeah, and they don’t care about me!” He flings his hands up in mock 
outrage, winning a tiny smile from the red headed girl. “So, is that 
what this is about?” He prods next, slow and careful, his senses alert 
to catch any sudden change in her emotions. Max can go from 
explosive to incredibly skittish on the turn of a dime, and Steve has 
the vague impression that something more is at play here. 


He hasn’t been very comfortable using his heightened senses for most 
of his life, but since confessing his secret to his friends he’s gaining 
the confidence to listen to these instincts, to trust their help in 
figuring things out. Right now they’re keyed up, a restless itch rooted 
deep in his brain that makes him feel uneasy, every muscle in his 
body aching from the perceived tension. A thin tremble of need hums 
along his spine, the urge to change beckoning to him. It’s hard to 
tamp down the feeling, hard to hold on to his humanity this close to 
the full moon. The wolf inside knows that he can solve any problem 
with ruthless efficiency. He can save Max from anything that might 
upset her with a single snap of his powerful jaws. 


Blood wells up, a strong tang filling his mouth with a warmth that he 
can feel spreading down to his stomach and snaking out to fill his 
veins with a nearly irresistible urge. He wants to run. To blend 
effortlessly into the darkness as he patrols his territory to keep 
everyone safe. A wolf won’t be able to understand what’s bothering 
Max, though. Too much of his brain shuts down for him to grasp 
concepts more complicated than hurting anything that distresses a 
member of his pack. That’s almost certainly not the kind of solution 
or reassurance Max came here looking for. Focusing on his breathing, 
Steve wills his sharpening teeth to go back to their blunt human 
shapes rather than continuing to shift into the teeth of a predator, 
designed to tear flesh from bone. 


Max curls up against the end of the closest shelving unit, knees to her 
chest and ankles crossed almost daintily in front of her. She looks 
every inch the vulnerable fourteen year old girl that it’s too easy to 
forget she really is. Max projects an aura of someone older, someone 
tough and capable of taking care of themself. It’s not exactly a lie, 
either. Max has an independent streak a mile wide, and out of all his 
kids, Steve feels she would have the easiest time trying to make it 
alone in the world. That doesn’t mean he’s eager to allow it to 
happen, even if getting out of Hawkins might be the best thing any of 
them could do to keep themselves safe. Joyce Byers had the right 
idea in leaving the chaos and uncertainty of Hawkins in her rearview 
mirror. Part of him envies the ease with which she packed up her 


family and escaped. Steve doubts he’ll ever be able to leave. There 
isn’t much room in the world for a werewolf. 


“You...you once said...” Max starts up softly, but trails off uncertainly, 
pressing a cheek against her knees so that her head is turned from 
Steve’s view. All he can see is the edge of one furrowed brow, and 
her finger drawing random patterns on the carpeted floor. He briefly 
considers warning her just how gross the carpet in here is, but it’s not 
like she can smell everything that’s been tracked through the store 
like he can. Ignorance might be better in this particular situation. He 
can’t help but sniff at the thought and gets a whiff of something that 
he definitely isn’t a fan of. They need to rent a carpet shampooer or 
something, geez. 


“You were telling us about werewolves,” Max starts up again softly, 
barely able to be understood even with his superhuman hearing. “It 
was right after you told us about you, y'know? What you are. We 
were watching a movie. I think it was Wolfen?” 


He remembers that night, remembers the prickly feeling of being 
constantly stared at by his troop of tiny shitheads. He knew they 
were looking from the movie and back to him, trying to look beneath 
his skin and see the animal hidden there. It hadn’t been a fun 
evening. Not for him. “It was The Howling, actually. Wolfen is like, 
barely about werewolves. Or, I guess maybe it is to humans?” He 
scratches his chin. “Hard to make that distinction sometimes. Didn’t 
seem like werewolves to me, but I’m, y’know, biased.” 


“Okay, whatever. The point is, you were telling us the parts that are 
true and the parts that are totally off base,” Max charges ahead, 
words picking up in speed and volume as she nervously races towards 
whatever point she’s trying to get at by bringing up that evening. A 
sinking feeling in his stomach makes him aware that he’s already 


pretty certain he knows where this is headed. “But some of your 
answers were kinda...vague. Like with silver. You said it doesn’t kill 
you but that it can kill you. Better than a regular bullet.” 


The glass of the counter is cold enough to elicit a half-gasp from him, 
his shirt riding up against his back as he slides to the floor to be 
closer to eye level with Max. Steve silently rues the fact he’d ever sat 
down to tell them the truth, to let them ask their questions. It felt like 
there wasn’t any other choice at the time. He just... couldn’t hide it 
anymore. After the events at Starcourt, with Hopper’s death, and El 
losing her powers, he’d felt the pressure to step up. That meant 
embracing, or at least a struggle toward accepting, the half of himself 
he’d been repressing on his parents’ orders for most of his life. His 
friends ( pack, a deep velvety voice in the back of his mind corrects, 
the term thick with meaning that Steve can’t fully translate into a 
more human concept) deserved to know that they still had something 
more on their side if the Upside Down returned, or even if the 
Russians reappeared. He wanted them to feel safe. 


Nothing even slightly abnormal has happened since then, and the 
only thing he’s gained for his honesty is another crippling level of 
fear and self doubt. They haven’t left him, but that doesn’t mean 
they’re all fine with Steve’s revelation. 


If things were awkward with Nancy before, they’re pretty much a 
disaster now. Mike, if anything, seems to act almost vindicated by the 
knowledge, like it somehow proves his earlier assessments of Steve 
correct. What those assessments might be, Steve has no clue. Wheeler 
has never liked him, never warmed up to Steve like the other kids 
had. Will, Lucas, and Jonathan haven’t really acted any differently 
towards him, though Jonathan’s also caught playing the role of 
supportive boyfriend and trying to sympathize with Nancy’s reaction 
to the news. 


Only Max and Dustin think it’s genuinely cool that Steve can turn 
into a wolf, though he suspects they were both a little let down to 
hear that his other form is just that; a wolf. He’s quite a bit larger 
than a normal one, but otherwise pretty much the same. They both 
envisioned a huge wolf-man in their heads, the kind of image 
popularized by Hollywood. 


Robin had told them to knock it off because ‘ Steve’s too pretty to be a 
ferocious monster’ , which is a compliment Steve isn’t in a hurry to 
accept. According to Robin, wolves are cute. Especially the fluffy 
ones, which, apparently, he is. Ugh. Cute . Just what every nineteen 
year old guy wants to be called, yeesh. She’d even gone so far as 
pinching his cheek like his aunts used to during his childhood, 
tugging at his face almost painfully. Her smile had been a familiar 
mixture of warm and mocking, though. It had made his heart stop 
thumping so erratically in his chest and released a sense of 
contentment that spread out from his core to fill every inch of his 
body. Steve honestly wasn’t sure what he’d do without Robin. Even 
when she was mocking him she had a way of silencing all the normal 
doubts and fears that swirled endlessly around his mind. 


Until they had moved away, Mrs. Byers had still trusted him around 
the kids. Steve hadn’t realized just how important her reaction was to 
him until she’d told him it was okay, that she knew he would protect 
and take care of the kids, like he already had been. It had come as a 
major relief, smoothing out the knot of fear that had kept Steve’s 
insides in tangles since he’d grown so close to the Party. Mrs. Byers 
was one of the best people Steve knew, a good mom and a good 
person, willing to accept all the kids (and teens, and the occasional 
technically-an-adult-but-who’re-we-kidding) in her life exactly as 
they were. If she didn’t think Steve was a monster, well, she’d never 
been wrong about all the weird stuff happening in Hawkins before. 
Even if he hadn’t done anything to feel like he’d earned it, Steve 
would accept her trust and belief with gratitude. 


If only his parents could be said to be the same type of people. But 
that’s Steve’s own personal issue to deal with. He isn’t the one who 
needs help or to be listened to. Max is the one needing him, and 
Steve would do anything for one of his kids. 


Well. 


Almost anything. He’s more than a little afraid that the one thing 
he’ll never ever agree to is what Max is slowly building toward. He 
can only hope to steer her away with his answers. 


“Silver has its own type of... magic,” Steve begins, making bunny 
ears over the last word. Magic isn’t really the right term, but it’s not 
something he knows how to describe, either. It might give Max an 
inaccurate impression, but it’s the closest he can get with his limited 
vocabulary and understanding. “It sort of disrupts ‘wolf-magic’. I can 
heal pretty quickly from most injuries if I want to, though I usually 
don’t, because it’s kinda suspicious. With silver though, its magic 
makes it harder for my magic to repair me. So if it hits some place 
vital I might not be able to force myself to heal before I bleed out, or 
whatever.” 


“Oh. Okay. I think I get that.” The look on her face leaves Steve a 
little dubious, but whatever. It’s his fault he’s unable to describe his 
reality with any sort of detail or accuracy. Using ‘magic’ as a catch-all 
term would have to fill in the gaps for now, despite being flawed. 
“What about the moon again?” Max asks. 


“It doesn’t control me, but it does have a lot of influence over me,” he 
tilts his head back to stare up thoughtfully at the ceiling. He can’t see 
the moon above, but he can feel it, even through the thick layer of 
concrete above them. “The part of me that’s more wolf is stronger as 


the moon gets fuller. It’s harder to stay in control of certain impulses 
and stuff. I get really distracted, and sometimes I find myself 
thinking...” Steve trails off uncomfortably, scratching behind his 
neck. He doesn’t talk about this stuff very often, and he can’t help but 
feel a familiar twinge of fear. He’s grown up believing that if anyone 
knew these things about him that they would reject him. He’s still not 
sure that isn’t true. If he wants to head Max off before she can ask for 
what she’s really after, then going with complete honesty is his best 
bet here, even if he’d rather not. “Things. Things that aren’t very 
human. Weird things. Also, when I change it does weird things to my 
memory. Not everything translates well between human and wolf, so 
everything gets kinda fuzzy. Think of the moon as my own personal 
difficulty setting, like in a video game. The more full it is, the harder 
it is to just be . Like, be me , I mean, y’know?” He has Dustin to thank 
for that particular analogy. 


Max nods thoughtfully, obviously mulling things over in her head as 
they speak. Steve would be lying if he said it doesn’t mean a lot to 
him that Max is listening so intently to his shoddy explanations. He’s 
used to people tuning out when he gets too rambly, or when he 
sounds like he doesn’t know what he’s talking about, which is 
probably most of the time if Steve’s being honest. “What about biting 
people? Can...can you make more werewolves that way?” 


Fuck. 


His hands ball into fists and he has to concentrate on the muscles one 
by one to uncurl them before he starts to shake. His entire body has 
gone rigid, almost nineteen years of wondering if he would ever hear 
this particular question finally coming home to settle into his skull as 
a dull ache. 


Steve does his best to play it cool, to pretend like he didn’t hear the 


way her voice cracks midway, like he didn’t hear the desperate hope 
quivering in her tone. “Yeah, no,” he sighs softly, running his hands 
down the length of his face. He feels impossibly old and tired, 
drained by the weight of the question and all the dreams and fears he 
can sense hiding within those innocuous words. “It doesn’t work like 
that. A bite won’t do anything. That’s just a superstition, like most of 
the shit people think about werewolves.” 


“Oh. 2) 


“It’s mostly a genetic thing. Neither of my parents are wolves, but 
they were both carriers, so when they got together and had me...” he 
trails off, tipping his head back again until he can feel the coolness of 
the glass display right along the crest of his head. “It’s why they 
never wanted any more, after me. Too likely that they’d have another 
animal instead of a kid.” 


He anticipates her rebuttal, but is surprised by the sheer force of the 
vehemence in her voice. “You aren’t an animal! You’re Steve!” 


The problem is, he’s heard it both ways. It’s been sorta nice these past 
few months since he told his friends (his pack. Because that’s what 
they are, even if it’s frightening to admit to himself, frightening to 
accept that strange voice inside himself) not a single one has outright 
rejected him, even if several are still a little leery about the issue. On 
the other hand, his parents have been reminding him his entire life 
that he’s just an animal that cleans up nice. They’ve convinced him 
that if people weren’t so ignorant of the reality of werewolves they 
would see Steve for what he really is in a heartbeat. It’s hard to 
ignore almost twenty years of being told that by the people who are 
supposed to love him the most. 


Sensing he isn’t going to reply, not even to correct her, Max 
continues on and the wistful note bleeds through into her words with 
crystal clarity. “You’re not an animal at all. You’re...you’re pretty 
amazing. I mean, werewolves are amazing. I-I wish I could be one 
too.” 


His shoulders and chest feel incredibly tight as he lifts his hands once 
more to run them roughly down his face. His jaw is already rough 
and bristly with stubble. He feels stuck, not wanting to disappoint 
Max, but it’s exactly what he fears the most. “No you don’t,” he sighs 
sadly against his palms, almost afraid to uncover his eyes. They sting. 
Steve hasn’t cried much since he was thirteen and his father... 
corrected him for crying when he broke his arm. He’d been playing a 
rowdy game of football with Tommy and a few other guys he sort of 
knew and hung out with at school. John Harrington hadn’t been 
upset that Steve was hurt, no. He was mad that he would have to pay 
for medical expenses that his son didn’t really need since he could 
control how his bone healed. His dad would have to pay for and 
perpetuate this lie because it had happened in front of others, and if 
there was one thing Steve knew, it was that he had to appear to be a 
normal human at all costs. Even when it meant six weeks wearing a 
cast around a perfectly fine, unbroken arm. “I get that it seems okay 
from the outside, but it’s not. Not really.” 


Max grunts her disagreement bitterly. “It is ,” she insists, uncurling 
her legs so that she can give Steve a soft kick right above his knee. 
His hand falls slowly from his face to close over her ankle. It’s so thin 
and fragile beneath her pale skin, the top of her sock even with her 
shoe and surrounded by a thin woven band mostly hidden by her 
pant leg. It’s probably a friendship bracelet. She often wears plenty of 
bands and bangles around her wrists, many of them gifts from Robin, 
but he’s noticed the one he can feel the threads of now against his 
fingertips, and it isn’t from the older girl. By scent he suspects El 
made it. Their friendship is a tight one, but Max is highly protective 
of the people and memories that mean the most to her, so she 
normally keeps it from the prying view of others. He’s a little touched 
that she hasn’t jerked her foot back from him. “You can just go . 


Anywhere. You can just run and run all day and night. You’re as fast 
as the wind. Nothing can catch you. And you can hunt! You can just 
eat on the go, whatever and wherever you want. You can’t be hurt, 
you can’t be stopped. You’re free to just...” 


Her words trail off painfully, fragile and hushed in the darkening 
store. The way she says it does make it sound cool. Makes it sound 
like something that shouldn’t cause him so much agony, something 
he should be grateful for. He can’t conjure up those feelings in 
himself, can’t will himself to believe it to be true when it’s been the 
cause of so much unhappiness in his life. 


“When I was seven,” Steve sits up straighter, squaring his shoulders 
without removing his hand from her ankle. She doesn’t move, just 
stares at him silently, eyes gleaming with unshed wetness. “I was 
having a hard time. I wasn’t... great at controlling myself,” Steve 
only has vague memories of this time in his life, the line between 
wolf and human a bit too blurry for his mind to fully reshape his 
younger selfs thoughts. It was back in the time before he realized 
that just being who he was made him into something wrong. A part 
of him used to be like Max, and had enjoyed being a wolf. It hadn’t 
lasted long. “My teacher wrote a letter I had to bring home to my 
parents, and they were pissed. She mentioned some of my behaviours 
were odd. Which, I mean, they were. By human standards. I wasn’t 
doing a good enough job of passing to keep my mom and dad happy. 
One day, they uh, they...” Steve’s words are too thick in his throat, 
cutting off his air supply and making his head ache. It feels like it’s 
inflating, like a balloon bearing his features, only attached to the rest 
of his body by the thick string of his neck. Soon it will burst because 
there’s nothing else it can possibly do. 


The feeling only starts to fade when his mind sorts through these 
muddled thoughts to feel Max’s small hand rubbing circles against his 
shoulder blades, her voice coaxing him to inhale and exhale in time 
with her. He’s grateful. These kids have had to grow up too fast, learn 


how to calm each other down and take care of each other, but it also 
binds them all tightly together. When he feels able to continue on his 
own he shoots her a tight smile. She scootches back a few inches, but 
their knees remain pressed together and he knows she’s very 
conscious of the fact that sometimes Steve just needs another person 
close at hand when he’s feeling overwhelmed. 


Much like Dustin is his little brother in all but blood, he feels the 
same sort of kinship to Max. She deserved better than a big brother 
who terrorized her and threatened her friends. Her relationship with 
Billy was complicated and it definitely meant something to her, but it 
was never good enough from Steve’s perspective. Not that he feels 
like he’s what she needs either, but he does his best to be a slightly 
better influence where and when he can be. He likes to think that 
maybe she understands what he’s been trying to do all this time, even 
if his attempts are probably clumsy and continually falling short. 


The sigh that falls from him sounds far too much like a puppy’s 
whimper and it jolts him further back into reality. He’s already gone 
this far, dredging up ancient pain from his memories. The damage is 
done, so he might as well make it worth it, by telling Max. 


“They bought me a collar,” Steve finally bites out, thankful that his 
voice sounds steadier than it feels inside his chest. He’s never said 
any of this out loud before, never allowed himself to dwell on things 
he’s powerless to change. He can’t help but rub at his neck with one 
hand, the stifling feeling of clammy leather still so easy to call to 
mind despite over a decade having passed. “They, uh. Hmm. I guess 
they thought it would convince me to try harder to behave. They said 
if I wanted so badly to be a dog then they’d treat me like one.” 


Max’s eyes are wide with disbelief, though Steve knows it isn’t 
directed at him. “I don’t...” she shakes her head fiercely, long red 


tresses swaying back and forth. Her mouth is turned down in a scowl 
and he knows she’s editing herself as she speaks, for his sake. “That’s 
so cruel. How could they?” 


Steve smiles sadly to himself. He knows logically that what his 
parents did was wrong, that they hurt him, but his traitorous heart 
can’t be convinced. He wants to believe that they’ve always just been 
trying to protect him, to help him fit in with the rest of the world, no 
matter the cost. “It didn’t work. The moment they got it on me I went 
ballistic. Snapping and snarling and trying to get it off. I couldn’t 
even understand enough to let them remove it for me.” 


“What happened?” 


“Oh. I’m not really sure?” Steve breathes out, eyes searching the 
ceiling like it might help jog his memory. “I went too far wolf. I just 
remember the panic and anger, the desperation to get loose. My 
parents left for a couple of hours, and when they came back I must’ve 
worn myself out. Trashed a bunch of the house first, though.” He 
grimaces, that part much more clear in his mind. It feels like hardly 
any time has passed at all as he remembers. 


Steve couldn’t help but shrink back from the pinched and frowning 
faces of his parents as they dragged him through the wreckage of the 
living room. They were quick to point out every bit of damage and 
how much it would cost them to replace. He listened to it all with his 
tail tucked between his legs and the furry tufts of his ears hitched 
back. He knew better than to whimper, though he desperately 
wanted to. They showed him a vase that they had acquired on a trip 
to Egypt. A hand woven eighteenth century Persian rug. A one of a 


kind illuminated manuscript depicting some of Aesop’s most well 
known fables. Steve actually felt bad about that one. The pictures in 
the book had been beautiful when his mother had carefully shown 
them to him. (Ironically his favourite tale was The Dog and The Wolf, 
and now the book was destroyed, all because of a collar. 
Unfortunately, Steve’s parents didn’t take the loss as philosophically 
as he did.) He tried his best to apologize to them, to roll over and 
expose the softness of his underbelly, clearly showing them how 
remorseful he was, but it only seemed to anger them more. He’d been 
sent to bed with an empty stomach, and while they hadn’t tried to 
put the collar back around his neck, they had hung the hateful strap 
of leather from the handle of his door. He stared fearfully at it for a 
long time, until he realized he could faintly hear his parents’ voices 
arguing on the main floor. 


Unbearably curious, he had crept from his room on silent feet, 
inching his way down the stairs until he could make out the thin 
band of light from the open door to his father’s study. 


“—f you’d been honest, we wouldn’t be in this mess!” 


“If Pd been honest? Seriously, John? Your family was hiding the same 
goddamn secret. God forbid anyone discover that the Harrington line 
is cursed, even those marrying into the family! I, of all people, 
understand why you’d keep it hidden, but you’re a hypocrite if you 
think—“ 


He felt rooted to the spot. Guilty to be eavesdropping on his parents, 
but it was obvious they were talking about him. He needed to know 
what they said, even if it made his stomach curdle and his heart 
stutter uncomfortably. 


“We keep coming back to the issue of what we’re meant to do about 
him.” 


A deep sigh, the faint sound of liquid pouring in a glass. “What can 
we do, John? Tongues would wag from here to Indianapolis if he 
were to just... disappear .” 


He’d certainly paid the price for listening in on their conversation, 
having to hear those words in his own mother’s voice, icy and 
without a hint of love for her only son. Steve couldn’t bear to stay 
and hear more. He wasn’t what anyone would consider bright, but 
this wasn’t hard to understand. His parents wanted to get rid of him. 
Probably just drop him out in the middle of a forest somewhere and 
hope he never came back. It was tempting. Already his bones were 
stretching and shifting painfully beneath his skin, muscles twisting 
and splitting into new configurations. The confusing welter of 
emotions swirling in his heart were drawing out the wolf for 
protection. He couldn’t protect himself, though. This was exactly why 
his parents wanted him gone. 


He ran blindly into the wooded thicket behind his house, body 
screaming as he fought back against the change. He ran on two legs 
and sometimes four, buffeting himself against trees and rocks and 
throwing himself to the ground with a snarl whenever it seemed like 
the wolf was winning. Inch by painful inch he beat it back, forcing 
fur to flow back into skin and claws to retract back into shredded nail 
beds. He’d laid for hours shivering on the ground, afraid that if he 
moved even an inch that the horror might start all over again. Only 
when he could see faint bands of blue and gold filtering hazily 
through the canopy of trees did he try to get up. His entire body 
seemed like it had been spun from glass, brittle and jagged edges not 
wanting to fit back together quite right. His clothing in ruined tatters, 
Steve limped home through the dewy grass only to find everything 
calm and peaceful. It seemed like his parents hadn’t even noticed 
he’d run off in the middle of the night. They hadn’t checked on him 


at all. He wanted to believe it was because they knew he was brave 
and didn’t need them to protect him from the dangers hiding in the 
dark, he could take care of himself. They knew he was strong and fast 
and there was nothing to worry about, because he was a good boy 
and they loved him so very much. 


It was a flimsy lie. They didn’t look because they didn’t— 


“Steve?? Steve!” Dimly he realizes someone is saying his name, 
calling out for him in concern. He’s alert in an instant, eyes shining in 
the dark and nose lifted to catch the wind. Without thinking he’s 
already risen to his knees, ready to push off into a run to get to 
wherever he’s needed. Startled, Max’s arms pinwheel back and she 
lands on her butt beside him, looking up at him with a storm brewing 
in her eyes. He looks down at her in confusion, unable to figure out 
what’s happening, or where he is. The air is stale, it reeks of sweat 
and... butter?? He frowns, swivelling towards where his nose is 
detecting the strange scent. A popcorn maker sits in the corner, 
turned off for the day, but still putting off a thick oily aura. His claws 
catch in the stiff fibres of the carpet beneath him as he tries to steady 
himself, caught between warring needs. 


“S-shit...” Steve blinks rapidly, voice quavering as his mind struggles 
to pick up the pieces he’d dropped while speaking. What had he even 
been saying? “I’m—“ he swallows, throat clicking dryly. He feels like 
he’s just stopped after running a thousand miles. The animal inside 
his brain is struggling to get out, run a thousand more. He pushes 
back against the need violently, shoving it down into the deepest pit 
of his soul. Remorse overcomes him in it’s absence. “I’m sorry, Red. I- 
I got caught up. In the past. I-I...” It happens sometimes. Too often, 
really. It’s only gotten worse over the years, particularly since he was 
the recipient of a particular brand of Russian hospitality deep 


beneath the mall he used to work at. Robin had explained some 
things to him, about the flashbacks he sometimes experiences. It isn’t 
much help, but it does reassure him that it's normal, expected. That’s 
good enough for him. He’s had his fill of abnormalities on a regular 
basis. Learning that this was just some lingering symptom of all his 
various trauma was easily bearable. He should probably explain this 
to Max, but he isn’t sure where to begin. Robin’s explanation is 
conveniently absent from his memory at the moment. He should still 
say something , at least. He forces himself to meet her gaze, even if 
what he sees there is anger or disgust. 


Instead he sees something he doesn’t at all expect. 


Max’s expression has crumbled, her cool exterior sloughing away to 
reveal a depth of sadness that Steve instinctively understands. Max 
isn’t a stranger to pain, she’s witnessed it up close too many times to 
count. She lives in the same house as it every day. She has her arms 
wrapped around herself, chin tilted down and she’s looking up at him 
through her lashes, clumped wetly together. She smells scared, hurt. 
Steve isn’t certain what happened, if he said or did something while 
he was struggling through his past memories. The idea that she might 
be like this not because of him, but on behalf of him, isn’t something 
that Steve can even conceive of, let alone believe to be true. 


Whatever is bothering her, Steve wants more than anything to scoop 
Max up into his arms and tell her pleasant lies like he sometimes 
wishes someone had told him. Lies only distract for so long before 
they tear apart and the ugly truth returns to fill the vacuum left 
behind. He can’t just let her cry though, not when this feels like it’s 
his fault. Wolves are tactile. They don’t have words to console each 
other, only their bodies. At times Steve thinks it might be better that 
way. He learned at a young age that words can be forged into the 
worst kind of weapons imaginable, he’s guilty of doing so himself, 
but bodies... it’s harder to lie with your body. When you shake hands 
with someone you hate, it feels stiff and awkward. When you sleep 


with someone you don’t love it’s pleasurable but empty. When you 
hug someone you can tell how they feel about you, have it radiate 
through your whole body. He wants to hug Max, but the way she had 
frozen for a split second earlier, when he had simply taken the video 
tapes from her arms, makes him hesitate. He doesn’t know what she’s 
been through. The last thing Steve wants is to make it worse by doing 
the wrong thing. 


Slowly folding back down to sit awkwardly on his legs, Steve reaches 
out and rests his hand lightly atop the girl’s rich auburn hair. She’s 
trembling, lifting her hands to her face to hide her tear stained 
cheeks. “I’m sorry, Red. Really, really sorry. Whatever I said, or did— 
I’m not going to say it’s all okay or anything,” he starts softly, letting 
his fingers swipe smoothly over the crown of her head. It’s a small 
gesture, but he tries to cram all his emotion and reassurance into the 
palm of his hand, willing those feelings to reach her. “I wish I could. 
But, one thing I can say is that it’s okay to cry.” 


Her arms drop abruptly and she stares up at him, a deep anger 
warring against her pain. Or maybe her pain is fuel for her anger. 
“Tt’s not!” She seethes, hands balling into fists that shake at her sides. 
“It’s not! I wasn’t even allowed to cry after Billy died! Neil got mad. 
He said we were better off without him. Billy deserved to die because 
he was weak. His own father said that!” 


Steve hated Billy Hargrove. He doesn’t lie about that or try to hide it. 
Billy had been a shitty person who lashed out at others to try and 
make himself feel bigger. He had been powerless on his own, so he’d 
sought to take it from others. Even knowing all of that, Steve still 
feels sympathy for the dead boy. He had been a sleaze. He’d been 
willing to strike a child, and if Steve had been a regular human Billy 
might’ve actually killed him that night on the Byers’ living room 
floor. He was also just a dumb, scared teenager, who didn’t deserve 
to grow up in the same house as a monster like Neil Hargrove. No 
one would ever know what kind of man Billy could’ve become if he 


had been born into a house where he was loved and protected. The 
fact that he’d died to save El, a girl who was practically a stranger to 
him, shone a small light upon who he could’ve been if only his 
circumstances had been better. The chance to prove himself had been 
stolen from him, and Max had every right to grieve for the brother 
she’d lost, and the one that maybe she could have gained if the Mind 
Flayer hadn’t stolen him away. 


“He wasn’t weak,” Steve admits begrudgingly. “He was scared. He 
shouldn’t have had to feel that way. Neither should you.” His hand 
trails down the coppery length of her hair to rest against her cheek 
and Max turns her face into it willingly. Steve can feel the faint 
dampness of her tears even through her tresses. 


“He tried to act like he wasn’t terrified of Neil, but he was. 
Sometimes... sometimes he could be brave, though.” Steve has 
somewhat mixed feelings, but nods encouragingly at Max regardless. 
“Shortly before we moved here, I found a stray cat. Pd always wanted 
one, but my dad’s allergic, so we couldn’t. We were living with Neil 
and Billy by then, though, so when I found her, I brought her home. I 
fed her a can of salmon flakes from the cupboard and gave her a 
drink of water in an old margarine container. I named her Spitfire 
because it sounded really cool to me.” She snorts softly, the little puff 
of air hot against his skin. He smiles. Spitfire is a pretty rad name. 


“When Billy got home he told me I had to get rid of her right away. 
He said Neil hated animals, and that I would get in a lot of trouble if 
he found out. I lied and told Billy I put her back outside and she left, 
but I had just hidden her in my room. She must’ve gotten out when I 
got a drink in the middle of the night because in the morning Neil 
was in a rage. He was so mad. Spitfire peed in his work boots.” 


“He doesn’t seem like the type of guy to take that sort of thing in 


stride.” 


“Uh, yeah. Definitely not,” Max shakes her head vehemently, holding 
up her arms in front of her chest in a giant X. “He knew it was me. 
Who else would it have been? His face turned super bright red and 
the veins in his forehead and neck looked huge. I’ve never been so 
scared, or, well, not except for seeing actual monsters and stuff.” 


Steve brushes away a stray lock of her hair with his thumb, wishing 
he had a hair tie or something he could offer her. Robin would be 
carrying one. Hell, Robin would probably have some tissues to give 
her and maybe a lollipop. Robin’s purse holds an infinite number of 
secrets within its depths. She always has something on hand to fix a 
situation, or at least make it a little more tolerable. Steve envies her. 
He’s here stumbling around in the dark trying to help Max, when he’s 
barely even able to help himself. “Did...,” Steve presses his lips 
together in a firm line, uncertain he should ask what he wants to. 
Max might brick herself back in behind her wall if he says the words 
out loud. He needs to know the answer though. The wolf inside him 
needs to know if this is something he’s going to have to fix in a more 
permanent way. It’s a little unsettling to realize he’s actively 
contemplating cold blooded murder, but the more primal part of his 
brain is uninterested in entertaining any conflicted feelings over the 
matter. If Neil has raised his hand against Max, then Steve is simply 
going to take that hand, with interest. If hed known just how bad 
things had been, if he had known before it was too late to help Billy... 
he hopes he would’ve acted. To a wolf it’s a simple issue. You don’t 
hurt that which is yours. Neil had broken that rule with his son, and 
Steve had done nothing. He hadn’t realized how bad the other teen 
had it until his death laid his life open bare for Steve and the other 
Party members to see. He won’t court trouble by doing anything as 
reckless as avenging Billy, but saving Max from the same fate is a 
different matter. “Has Neil ever hurt you? Has he hit you, or—“ 


Max’s eyes grow wide and she shakes her head quickly, insistently. 


“No! He’s never touched me. Billy said that he was the one who 
brought the cat in. I think everyone knew it was a lie, but Neil just 
accepted it. He broke some of Billy’s ribs. I tried to ask him later why 
he’d done that, but he just shoved me into a wall and refused to talk 
to me. I never saw Spitfire again. I think Neil...” she breaks off, her 
sniffles filling up the silence as a few fat tears catch in her lashes 
before tumbling down to her quivering chin. He goes to wipe them 
away but she presses her cheek into his warmth. 


“That’s why I want to be a werewolf too,” Max turns her face further 
into his hand, mumbling into his palm. Her words have long since 
lost their angry edge, but the naked exhaustion that replaces her 
frustration isn’t any better at reassuring Steve that she’s going to be 
okay, or that anything he’s said has helped her much. “If I were a 
werewolf I could just leave. I could take care of myself. The cops 
wouldn’t drag me back if I ran away. I could just keep running. 
Maybe I'd go back to California, to my dad, or just...” she laughs 
mockingly at herself. “Go be a wolf. Stay like that.” 


Unable to help himself, Steve shudders at how casually she can utter 
one of his worst fears. She pulls her head back from his hand and 
looks across at him with huge questioning eyes. He licks his lips, 
buying himself a few seconds that he badly needs to steady himself. 
“I-Pve thought about it,” Steve admits in a breathy voice, scared that 
by admitting this it might somehow come to pass. “After I trashed my 
house, I heard my parents talk about... getting rid of me,” he looks to 
the side, afraid of what he might read in Max’s expression. “I ran into 
the woods and that whole night I fought not to change. It’s really 
hard when my emotions are out of control, especially when I was a 
kid. When I came back home no one had noticed I was gone. I...” The 
words break off bitterly, lodged painfully in his chest right over his 
heart. Why does it still hurt so much to talk about this, he can’t help 
but wonder. For years Steve has told himself that he’d put these 
feelings behind him. He isn’t that stupid needy kid anymore. He’s 
pretty much a grown ass adult. Crying because he didn’t get enough 
love from Mommy and Daddy is pathetic at his age. He sniffs back as 
hard as he can to hold back the waterworks threatening to burst. “I 


considered just going. Going all the way. It’s possible. Pm not sure 
how I know that, but I do. I’ve felt it. 


“I can go so deep inside myself that Pll never make it back out. Give 
in to the wolf completely. I’m afraid of it.” 


Max wipes at her cheeks clumsily with the sleeves of her jacket 
pulled down to cover her palms, leaving shiny streaks beneath her 
eyes. “Why would you be afraid? It doesn’t sound bad to me. There 
are lots of worse things.” She speaks in a tone that makes Steve’s 
heart ache from the honesty in it. Part of him doesn’t want to know 
what are worse things from Max’s perspective. The other half of him 
wants to curl around her and make sure that those things can never 
lay a hand on her. He knows with a certainty that’s almost chilling 
that he would kill anyone who tries. 


“T know. I mean, we’ve faced those things head on and killed them,” 
he frowns, raising one shoulder in a half shrug. “I honestly don’t 
know why it scares me. I didn’t really have a lot to lose back then. 
When I thought about it though, it made me feel empty. If I did it, 
then everything I’ve ever thought or felt wouldn’t matter anymore. It 
would all be gone. Everything would’ve been a complete waste, like 
my parents thought it was. It would be like admitting that they were 
right and Steve Harrington should never have been born.” 


“You... you don’t really believe that, do you?” Her body goes rigid, 
his words hitting her as a surprise. 


“Sometimes.” 


It’s his turn to be shocked when the normally standoffish girl surges 
forward and locks her arms around his waist, head pressed into his 
chest right above where his heart is jackhammering wildly. “I feel 
that way too sometimes,” her tone is sad but even, like it’s a relief to 
say the thought out loud, like maybe she feels better knowing she 
isn’t the only one who feels that way. “Maybe if they hadn’t had me 
my parents would still be together or maybe my mom would never 
have met Neil. I guess it wouldn’t change anything that happened to 
Billy growing up, but maybe they never came to Hawkins and he’d 
still be alive. He’d have a chance to change still.” 


Steve hesitates but he feels like he has no choice as he weaves his 
arms around Max, doing his best to hold her even as she’s holding 
him. It feels right deep in a place in his heart he seldom unlocks, 
always afraid to let someone in who will just abandon him in the 
end. Max won’t. Sure, he’s been burned before, has given his trust 
and love away too easily, but this isn’t one of those times. She may 
not be a wolf, but Max is the same as him. He might be overstepping 
to think such a thing, but he feels this sentiment like it’s baked right 
into the marrow of his bones. Everyone else in their unique little 
group has suffered through pain and loss, but none has lived with it 
in the same way as he and Max have. None have had to make a home 
out of it. Not that he thinks their pain is somehow more or makes 
them special, (He would definitely say El’s had to bear the most hurt, 
been forced to shoulder too many heartaches and burdens on her thin 
shoulders), it’s just that he recognizes what haunts Max as what’s 
been haunting him his whole life. The desire for a real family, to 
know with certainty that the people you trust with your love will 
never leave you behind. 


He and Max rock slowly on the floor of the video store, punctuating 
the air with small sniffles and unsteady breaths. He’s really not sure 
how long they stay like that, huddled together like the outside world 
doesn’t exist. Eventually Max pulls back and Steve relaxes his arms 
because, though it would be nice, they can’t stay this way forever. 
The redhead brushes her hair back from her face and gives Steve a 
watery smile. 


“Thank you.” 


He blushes. He’s not really good at the whole gratitude thing. As King 
Steve he would act cocky, like he ate up every word, because it 
wasn’t him receiving the thanks. The King was just an act. Left alone 
by himself so often as a child, playing pretend had become second 
nature to Steve. It was far easier to hide behind a fake smile and cool 
attitude than let people get to know the real person inside. It was 
almost impossible to just be himself when half of what he told others 
needed to be lies for his own safety. He knows he’ll never be able to 
express just how grateful he is to the small group that has taken him 
in despite knowing his past. He’s been given a second chance. A 
chance that Max’s stepbrother hadn’t received. But now he has the 
opportunity to try and make up for that. Even if he didn’t like Billy, 
Steve makes a solemn promise to the spirit of the dead boy that he’ll 
look after Max, treat the redhead the way that maybe Billy wishes he 
could’ve. 


There’s definitely a good way to start. 


Using the check out desk to help him stand, Steve reaches out a hand 
and Max accepts, letting him pull her up easily. She absently toes at 
the carpet, scuffing a particularly vibrant stain. He makes a mental 
note to try and give that section a nice deep clean tomorrow. There 
are too many substances mixing at ground level for him to identify, 
but it looks nasty and he’d rather have it gone. Max is just grinding 
the stain in deeper, but oh well. Steve’s got werewolf strength to help 
him tackle the job. If he has to wear a hole in the floor to get it out, 
then that’s what he’ll do. 


“I just gotta grab the keys so I can lock up behind us,” he gives the 


redhead a quick nod. “It’s pretty cold out, you got another jacket or 
anything?” 


Reverting back to normal in an instant, Max gives him a hard stare. 
She’s not fond of being mothered like this, but Steve isn’t about to get 
her home only for her to come down sick. He ducks out back and 
swipes the keyring from the hook by the break room door. It’s shaped 
like a key and the pegs are all old bent keys and it’s super ugly. It is 
also Robin’s, and that makes it hilarious. One of the only school 
subjects Steve can confidently kick her ass in is Shop. That’s why he 
stole her project (with Dustin’s unwitting help because no way was 
Steve setting a single sneaker back in the halls of that hellhole), and 
installed it at work. Keith only let him because he mentioned Robin 
had made it and he had somehow come to the conclusion she would 
be happy that Keith had let Steve display her work at the store. He 
could easily hear when Rob also saw it for the first time and tore a 
strip from the other boy for allowing Steve to hang up. He’d done a 
good job of it too. Neither Keith nor Robin had the patience or know- 
how to take it down without ruining the wall, which was the entire 
point. It makes Steve grin every time he sees it, and he’s happy about 
that because, for whatever reason, Max returns his wide smile when 
he reappears. He’ll tell Robin about it later, make her feel bad for 
doubting the power of petty workplace humour. Petty humour used 
to be one of his trademarks, after all. 


“Ready to get out of here, Ms. Mayfield?” 


The redhead just gives him that teenage look that seems to convey 
how tiresome he’s being and spins out the door. He takes note of the 
way she pauses for barely a fraction of a second, inhaling a breath of 
sharp cold air. She shakes it off and walks briskly to wait by the 
passenger side door as he makes sure everything’s off and locks up 
properly. He tosses the keys idly between his hands on the short 
distance from the door to his beemer because he likes the metallic 
jingling sound. Steve isn’t one much for silence because for him the 


concept doesn’t really exist. His ears can always pick out something 
dim and distant in the background, some unknown sound that takes 
root in his brain and refuses to let him go until he’s made sure 
everything’s safe. He gets a lot less sleep because of it, but nowadays 
he knows he’d get even less if he ignored it and spent the whole night 
wondering just whose window the phantom noise-maker had visited. 
Wolves don’t need as much sleep as humans. Well, that’s what Steve 
tells himself before a day where he’ll inevitably spend half his shift 
draped lazily over the return desk. 


He slips in easily behind the wheel and leans over to pop the lock so 
Max can get settled too. Her arms are wrapped tightly over her chest 
and Steve shakes his head wryly. He warned her it was cold out. He’s 
almost certainly right about the fact she’ll need a new jacket before 
the temperature begins to drop for real in the coming months. 
“Seatbelt,” he gives her a friendly reminder, which she obeys as the 
beemer purrs to life. The radio is on low from this morning and the 
drive is quiet as Bruce Springsteen comes across the airwaves, 
familiar enough that they can both nod along. 


When the song ends Max leans forward to peer out the window 
curiously, frowning. “Uh, have you been hit on the head one too 
many times? This is nowhere near my house.” 


“Well, yes, I have; but that’s not actually relevant,” Steve demurs 
with a casual shrug. It’s not his fault people seem to like punching 
him in the face. At least he heals quickly and cleanly. He’d probably 
have a really bent nose if he didn’t. He’s broken it at least five times, 
though he’s also pretty certain he lost count at some point. That 
probably isn’t a great sign, but he’s sure it could be worse. “I never 
said I was taking you home, Red.” His smile grows wider as he pulls 
the car onto the soft shoulder alongside the road. He removes the 
keys from the ignition and places them in Max’s hand, closing her 
fingers over them carefully. “Please, please , do not lose these, okay?” 
He asks while Max just nods in confusion. 


“Um, yeah?” 


“Also, do not attempt to drive my car.” 


She rolls her eyes. “Whatever. I don’t wanna drive your dumb fancy 
car.” 


“Lies. Everyone wants to drive her.” 


She snickers. “Her?” 


“My baby’s way too pretty to be a guy,” Steve explains, running his 
hand over the warm leather of the beemer’s wheel. It’s mostly a joke, 
but Max looks all too ready to believe he’s really thought this out. 


“Oh. Well, what’s your excuse then?” Her smile is sly but it lights up 
her eyes with silent laughter. Max enjoys this kind of banter, enjoys 
getting one up over him. Steve doesn’t mind, he’s heard it plenty 
before. 


“Touché, Red,” he replies, fixing her with an unimpressed stare that 
only serves to make her grin grow wider. He’s happy though. This is 
the Max he loves getting to see. The sharp and fearless young girl 
who doesn’t hold back. Not that he doesn’t appreciate the rare 
moments when Max lets him see the other side of her feelings, it’s 
just that it makes him worry. He’d like to keep her happy and safe all 


the time. Realistically, Steve can’t do a whole lot to keep her from 
danger, not so long as she’s stuck under Neil Hargrove’s roof. He can 
only do his best to try and keep an eye on them and hope that he’s 
around if anything goes down. 


As for keeping her happy...well, at least on that count Steve can try 
and make a difference. He hopes. 


“So keep those safe, and lock your door after you get out of the car, 
okay? Wait about, uh, five minutes, then come out. Got that?” He 
instructs her as he reaches behind his seat, rummaging blindly until 
his fingers brush over the backpack he still keeps in the car at all 
times. He hauls it forward and into his lap, tossing his sunglasses, the 
only thing inside the bag, back over his shoulder. He’s all good. 


Max is just watching him silently with a doubtful expression, but she 
isn’t bothered enough to start asking more questions for once. “Five 
minutes?” 


“Hm. Y’know what? Make it ten. Just in case.” He gives her one last 
nod before slipping out of the car and into the cool night air. He 
shucks off his coat and tosses it back into the dim interior “And put 
this on or you’re gonna freeze,” he insists, waiting until she grabs it 
to hold close to her chest. Satisfied that she might actually do as he’s 
asked for once, Steve pulls up the knob to lock his door before he 
swings it closed. 


He breathes a few puffs of warm air into his cupped palms as he turns 
from the Beemer and towards the forest. The sky above is laced with 
stars, millions visible now that they’re away from the dense street 
lights and city signage. The moon hangs close above, just a sliver 
away from being full and it sends an excited rush down Steve’s spine. 


Something deep inside himself rises up to brush along the inside of 
his skin, trying to reach the silvery light. He really shouldn’t pause, 
just in case the feeling takes hold before he wants it to. It’s not the 
sort of thing he’d like to experience on the side of the road, 
vulnerable to being illuminated by the first pair of headlights that 
come along to discover him. 


The woods in this area are pretty dense, and the leaves provide a 
good amount of coverage. The soil is soft and spongy, covered with 
loam and a thick bed of fallen leaves. They rustle pleasantly 
underfoot. He walks until he can just barely make out the frame of 
his car before stopping. Bracing one hand against a nearby tree, Steve 
takes off his shoes and socks first, setting them down on a small 
fallen log. The rest of his clothing is folded neatly and stacked 
carefully on top before he tucks everything carefully into his 
backpack. He pulls the drawstrings tight so that nothing can fall out 
and buckles the flap down, giving the whole thing an experimental 
shake before he’s satisfied that it'll be alright. His whole body has 
broken out in gooseflesh, despite his normal resistance to cold. It’s 
not like he’ll be exposed for very long, but it’s definitely 
uncomfortable to waste any more time than he already has. Steve 
crouches in the brittle leaves that litter the forest floor and breathes 
deep into his lungs. He fills his thoughts with the sensations of the 
outdoors, the scent of animals, the rustle of branches overhead, and 
the feel of the firm earth beneath him. He cranes his neck to look up 
into the velvet sky and let the moonlight wash over him, into him. 


It starts as a blossom of warmth somewhere deep in his chest, an 
ember of coal that’s always smoking away, just waiting for the 
chance to spark into flame. He gives into the sensation, feeds the fire 
and lets it billow up to fill him. The ache comes next, urgent but 
implacable. He can’t pin down where it starts or where it lay exactly. 
It’s in every cell and atom that make up his body. The pain is 
something he learned to fight through, to push back against like a 
physical attack. He could stop it here, if he wanted. Continue being 
Just-Steve, local moron and probably average-at-best babysitter. Part 
of him wants to, but being able to stay in his human skin doesn’t 


change what’s hidden underneath. He can feel it, stretching out 
inside him, filling every nook and cranny. The wolf's awareness 
brushes against the surface of his thoughts and he feels his fur and 
hears the deep rumble of his growling. Neither side of himself enjoys 
the change, enjoys feeling like they’re being pulled apart at every 
joint and left exposed and hurting for the world to see. 


That faint notion bothers Steve-the-human more than the wolf, 
almost causes him to pull back from the rising tide of the change. 
Since earliest childhood he hasn’t let anyone else see him mid- 
transformation, not since the first time he saw the disgust and fear in 
his parents’ eyes as they watched him being remade. If he has his 
way no one else will ever see it, but Hawkins isn’t always cooperative 
about such things. Steve can’t do anything about it, so he’ll just 
worry about it, if and when, it happens. For now he’s alone, faintly 
aware of Max’s scent still lingering back with the car. He’s safe to let 
it happen. 


A hot liquid feeling is sliding down the length of his spine, skin and 
blood and muscle flowing and rearranging as he refocuses to make 
the change as fast as possible. It’s painful to endure, his body 
breaking and remoulding in such a different form, but it’s a part of 
him that he can’t ignore or deny. He releases the stranglehold he 
normally keeps on his humanity and allows the wolf to take over, 
carrying him away into the darkness. 


A wealth of scents fill his muzzle. He paces curiously around the 
clearing, snuffling at the different trails left behind by prey. Most are 
weak, left long ago. Nothing fresh to hunt. He’s about to pad deeper 
into his territory when a sound pricks up his ears, coming from the 
direction that reeks of man and metal. A faint memory rises from the 
deepest part of his mind and he knows he’s supposed to head that 


way. As he turns to trot in that direction, his scent having come from 
that way, he finds a lump of strange fur-less skin sitting on the 
ground in his path. Padding around it softly, he stretches forward to 
give it a cautious snuffle. It’s strong with his own scent, and 
something about it is dimly familiar. He isn’t sure how he knows, but 
he’s certain he’s meant to bring it with him. He grabs it carefully in 
his jaws and resumes following his back trail to where it originates. 
It’s a strange and mysterious start to the night, but the moon is bright 
overhead and the woods around him teeming with life. He’s content 
enough to tolerate a few oddities, so long as they allow him to enjoy 
the feel of firm earth and fresh air all around him. As he reaches the 
rough boundary where the trees give way to the flat stone paths that 
the humans like to build, he pauses. He pokes his nose out of the 
bushes, trying to make certain it’s safe before cautiously edging into 
view of the monster ahead. He’s seen plenty of them before. It's one 
of the types he’s seen carry humans from place to place inside their 
strange mouths, as ridiculous as that may seem. Whispered words 
and images float tantalizingly through his head and the wolf knows 
he could make sense of these things if he wanted to. It’s unimportant, 
though. The metal monsters are mostly harmless when they’re sitting 
still, so he approaches on silent feet to see just why he felt so 
compelled to come investigate. 


Standing against the monster’s thick metal hide is one of the young of 
the humans, a female, and the wolf watches her warily. As he creeps 
closer she turns to notice him, a small cry escaping her throat. A 
wave of fear rolls off her, heavy on the breeze. It’s warm and heady 
in his muzzle but only lasts a moment before it settles into something 
less afraid, more nervous. 


“ Ssstvv ?” She makes a sound that stirs something familiar inside 
him, a form of welcome that should mean something to him, but the 
wolf can’t quite place it. He isn’t afraid of this human though. He 
instantly feels connected to her and lopes forward eagerly. 


She makes high pitched noises, pleased and playful, much like a 
puppy would, as he snuffles at her strange fur. She smells like him. 
He doesn’t understand how that can be, but it is fact, and that is all 
that’s important. She is his. Now that he’s in close to her that much is 
obvious. She really needs to be taught how to greet others properly if 
she’s ever to get along with other wolves, but she’s still young, so he 
can forgive her poor manners this time. 


One of her strange paws presses down against the top of his head, 
scratching with stubby claws through his thick fur. Humans are such 
oddly formed creatures, their bodies stretched out and exposed in a 
way that makes him feel a surge of protectiveness. Her belly makes 
such an easy target for any other predators that might come along. 
She also has long ungainly hind legs that make her movements slow 
and awkward. She isn’t even bending down to take in his scent, or 
any of the myriad trails around them. It’s up to him to teach her, to 
make sure she is properly cared for. 


Like with so many things this evening, the wolf isn’t certain where 
his next idea comes from, not entirely. It floats up like a dream from 
a part of himself that is hard to recognize. It’s too much to really 
understand, filled with strange noises and feelings that are foreign. 
Everything from that part of himself is overly complex and the wolf 
prefers to ignore it when at all possible. Right now however one 
urgent thought comes through clearly, and though the notion makes 
him feel a little uncomfortable, the importance attached to it tells 
him it is essential he follow through. 


Weaving around the human girl as she continues to scratch her fore 
paws over his silky fur, the wolf checks his flank against her, causing 
her to stumble back a few steps. Her expression turns unfriendly for a 
second, teeth bared and uttering one of her bizarre noises. She has 
stopped her affectionate scratching, and to his surprise, he misses the 
sensation. Perhaps she can be convinced to continue giving him 
attention later. She certainly isn’t in the mood to start up again right 


now. Her voice is a sharp hiss that he easily catches the meaning of. 


“ Wtcch et, Sstv !” 


He makes a contrite whine in the back of his throat before nudging 
her hip again, turning to point his muzzle out toward the forest, head 
and shoulders slightly lowered to try and make her understand. It’s 
really silly just how little the humans can communicate. Or sad. They 
must have such a hard time getting anything done in their packs if 
this is how they struggle to get even the simplest points across. 


With his head tilted down toward the earth he’s breathing in all sorts 
of interesting scents and is eager to follow them. None of the prey is 
close now, but if he goes deeper into his territory he’s certain that 
will change. A glance over his shoulder tells him that she is beginning 
to figure out what he wants, both her paws resting on the small of his 
back, testing the thickness of his fur. For further encouragement he 
hunkers down a little more and gives a quick pleased signal with a 
flick of his tail. 


“ Ooooh-eh. Yuuwan’meet’ryydu ?” 


Of course she’s still stuck in the awkward phase of puppy talk, but 
something in her eyes and her posture tells him they’re finally on the 
same page, and he yips once to agree. Her claws tug at his fur hard 
enough that he winces, but after a few more moments of pulling and 
struggling she’s finally settled across his back, right below his 
shoulders. He can feel her trembling, but is confident that will pass 
quickly. Huffing once in satisfaction, he ambles back into the green 
barrier that marks where man’s territory ends and his own begins. 
Her paws dig in sharply, tugging on thick patches of his fur as she 
tries to keep herself steady. He’s going to have to spend a long time 


grooming himself after this little adventure is over, patiently coaxing 
his fur back into its proper place. 


He’s careful to go slowly at first, aware that this is an awkward 
arrangement for them both. It would be far more normal to pick her 
up by the scruff of her neck to travel, but despite his size, he doesn’t 
think that method would work. Her ungainly legs would drag on the 
ground and get in the way. At least with her on his back he can feel 
her knees tucked tightly into his ribs, and he can still move all four 
legs without hindrance. 


He picks up speed in steady increments, casting an occasional look 
over his shoulder to make sure she’s alright. Her mouth is open, but 
not to bare her teeth. Not that they would be all that intimidating if 
she were. They’re flat and even and don’t look like they’d be very 
effective at taking down prey. He’ll have to hunt for her, but that 
doesn’t bother him. The wolf is a good hunter, he’s taken down 
plenty of the prey animals that roam his forest. Making sure his pack 
sister is well fed won’t force him to do anything he isn’t happy to do 


anyway. 


She’s crouched lower over him now, leaning forward to see closer to 
what he can see. “ Cnyuugofssr ?” she yips eagerly. Even if he can’t 
make sense of her childish noises, her meaning is clear. He takes off 
at a steady run, the ground blurring beneath his paws as he darts and 
weaves through the trees. The wind slices to either side of them as he 
charges along the brush, leaping easily over logs and brambles that 
lie in their path. 


The whole of the forest is his domain, the trails and paths that weave 
through the trees as familiar to him as the scent of home, or the feel 
of moonlight brushing along his spine as he runs. He is happy to have 
someone to share it with, who seems as excited to explore the woods 


as he is. He might not understand the whispered noises she utters 
close into his ear, but he can hear her happiness, the way the 
freedom of their run lights her up on the inside. He pauses in a 
clearing far from the lights and scents of the human’s dens and tilts 
his head back to howl joyously to his mother shining overhead, 
thanking her for watching over them. To his delight his little sister 
joins in, her voice warbling as she does her best to mimic his calls. 
He is proud of her, and rewards her by taking off at a dead run, 
charging right into the deepest heart of the forest, where men seldom 
tread. 


After a good sprint he lets up on his pace, allowing the pup to choose 
where they wander, curiously exploring in whatever direction her 
stubby paws point, loping from place to place to try and see what’s 
caught her attention. One of the sights she sees is a raccoon, staring 
at them with fat beady eyes. He doesn’t like them much. They’ve lost 
too much of their fear by living so close to the humans. He hunkers 
down to pounce, to make the little beast remember it’s place in the 
food chain, when his sister’s paws grip urgently at his fur. Her eyes 
are large and bright in the moonlight and he resigns himself to the 
reality that perhaps he won’t be doing a lot of hunting on her behalf, 
if that is the sort of look she’s going to give him. It’s not like he really 
wanted to eat the thing, but there isn’t a way to explain to her that he 
just wanted to make it run. He growls once at it, from deep in his 
chest, and is satisfied when it scurries away into the dense 
undergrowth. She scratches his head again and he supposes it’s worth 
it to let the raccoon go it’s own way if this is how she rewards his 
forbearance. 


They’ve passed through plenty of small gullies and tracts of dark 
forest, crossed rivers and the strange hard paths that men seem 
compelled to build wherever they settle. More than once he’s had to 
skulk patiently behind the protection of leaves and branches as a 
metal monster grumbles it’s way past, terribly oblivious to his 
presence despite how close his hiding spot is. He’s heading in a 
particular direction now, drawn forward toward a point he knows he 
needs to reach. He’s skirting along the edge of human land, where the 


chaos and rampant life of his forest is broken up by the clipped and 
trimmed territory they curiously prefer. 


He knows this place, has been here before. Familiarity swims in the 
back of his mind, right on the verge of understanding. The pup on his 
back also reacts, her head turning to watch through the trees as they 
pass the nearest human shelter. He slows down carefully, wanting to 
be sure his pup won’t topple at their sudden deceleration. Her knees 
dig in tighter against his ribs, but she otherwise shows no trouble 
keeping her balance. 


They trot up to the edge of the forest, right where the bushes grow 
sparse and scrubby before sloping down into open plains of short 
grass. A few curious sniffs tell him he’s reached the right place; this is 
his pup’s home. He comes to a standstill, looking back over his 
shoulder at her. 


“ Ges Ishd go, hnh? S’layte .” She huffs and slides down from behind 
his shoulders. She stares at the dwelling ahead, her mouth down- 
turned and eyes serious. Something swirls uncomfortably in his chest, 
a feeling he can’t explain or identify, that leaves him wanting to sink 
his teeth into the scruff of his pup’s neck and drag her back to the 
safety of his own den. She’s already started walking forward 
however, and without being able to understand the strange sensation, 
he can’t summon the will to act upon it. It’s something he can puzzle 
over during the other-time, when his knowledge and comprehension 
are better suited to figuring things out. 


With reluctant steps the pup marches up to the den and walks inside, 
casting a glance before she disappears that tells him she’s thankful for 
their run this evening. He’s glad. Young ones should have plenty of 
time to run and grow strong and be free. He wants that for all his 
pups. There’s still time to go and check on the rest of them while the 


moon is out. He can make certain they’re all safe and taken care of 
for the night before hunting down something for his dinner. Still, he 
lingers, anxiously watching the silent home ahead. Something is 
crowding its way into the front of his mind, something important. 
Something he needs to do. 


Pain lances through his belly, a quick bolt that sends the wolf 
stumbling through the thin brush, paws digging into the soft earth as 
he tries to steady himself. He lifts his foreleg and looks curiously at 
the dirt still clinging to his claws and fur, then at the ground below. 
A perfect paw print is depressed deeply where he’d been standing, 
practically shouting out his presence to any who might look. Humans 
hunt with their eyes more than their nose or ears, and he’s leaving 
tracks that will alert anyone that cares that he’s been lurking around. 


Another jolt of pain has him pitching muzzle first into the dirt beside 
his print, rolling and whimpering as the hurt seems to echo through 
his entire body. Bones and tendons snap as muscle tears and reforms, 
his body trembling under the assault until he can put a hand on the 
cold ground to steady himself as the last twinges fade into no more 
than a dull ache that likes to linger for hours after a change. He stays 
hunched over like that for several moments, senses readjusting to 
their usual blunt human settings. He closes his eyes and waits, lets 
memory and feeling wash over and into him, filling him back up with 
Steve once more. 


It’s only as he’s slipping his clothing back on over skin that feels too 
tight, too naked and vulnerable, that he remembers why Max had 
come to him this evening to begin with. He feels the wolfs own 
awareness of his tracks, his dual-minded knowledge that he needs to 
clean up before it’s safe to return home. Steve shivers as he crouches 
in the thin grass and firmly ties up his sneakers. It shouldn’t be too 


suspicious if he leaves shoe prints in Max’s yard, kids tromp around 
everywhere in Hawkins with little respect for boundaries. It’s 
definitely worth it to check and make sure he didn’t leave a set of 
more suspicious tracks behind to alert Neil Hargrove. 


Creeping quietly up to the edge of the tree line, Steve pricks up his 
ears as best as he can in his current form. It’s as quiet as it was nearly 
ten minutes ago when he let Max slip off his back and stumble 
dazedly into her house, a light glimmering faintly in her eyes that he 
hadn’t seen in a long while. He can’t help but smile, happy to have 
found something that can give her a little happiness. He understands 
it may seem demeaning in the company of other wolves to allow 
oneself to be ridden like a horse, but he also knows pack will do 
anything for each other. His desire to protect and nurture always 
wins out against competing instincts. He learned how to put his 
stupid arrogant pride aside years ago and is better for it. 


The moon is directly overhead, casting a silvery sheen down to coat 
the ground helpfully. Steve pauses at the first track he reaches, 
staring at it thoughtfully. His hand is dwarfed by the size of the paw 
print when he reaches down to compare the two. The thinness of his 
wrist, the tapered lengths of his fingers, look so fragile and weak in 
comparison. That’s an illusion, though. He’s always had to be 
somewhat restrained physically, holding himself back from using 
even a fraction of his strength against other people. As a wolf he’s 
more or less free to do as he pleases, though he doesn’t take much 
advantage of that fact. Carrying Max had been easy, light enough 
that he was barely aware of her extra weight. Kind of awkwardly 
shaped though. She’d done a good job of keeping her legs tucked 
against his flanks and her face low over his neck. A warm sort of 
pride rises in his chest as he carefully brushes the dirt clear of tracks, 
filling the earth back over with care. Having to do a bit of clean up is 
hardly a difficult task and it doesn’t leave Steve reconsidering the 
notion that he might take her out again. There’s a lot of territory left 
unchecked this evening, not that Max knows that. She might enjoy 
going out again in a week or so, taking a sprint through some of the 
farther reaches of his land. He’ll have to remember to check the 


weather first. He wants to make Max happy, not sick. 


He sweeps a hand through a patch of wildflowers, trying to make 
them look natural and not like they’ve been trampled over by a 
hundred and fifty pound feral predator. It’s just as he’s close to being 
satisfied that all evidence of a wolf roaming around has been erased, 
that he hears it. Breaking glass. Not much. Not even all that loud. A 
human wouldn’t have heard it at this distance, probably. He barely 
picks the muffled noise up and has to sit with it a moment, puzzling 
over it, before he can place what the sound really was. A bottle. 
Hitting the floor from a height, or thrown at something. One of those 
options tightens something in his stomach and he’s already standing, 
eyes fixed and unblinking as he stares at the house ahead. There’s a 
single light on, deeper inside, towards the front, and that’s all. Max’s 
bedroom is still cast in darkness. 


Steve is on the back porch, hand twisting the knob, in seconds. It’s 
locked and won’t turn more than half an inch. He presses an ear to 
the pitted and peeling paint, inhaling sharply and holding it. 


Soft crying. “I’m sorry. I said I’m sorry.” 


A man’s voice. Harsh but quiet, tense with the force of his thinly 
restrained anger. “Sorry doesn’t mean anything, Maxine. Being sorry 
after you’ve done something is useless. You have to learn to consider 
your actions before you disobey the rules of this house.” 


The man is still talking but it’s just an annoying drone that passes 
through Steve’s head mostly unheard. His hand tightens on the door 
handle and he turns his wrist with a sharp jerk. The knob falls and he 
lets it bounce off his feet and roll into the bushes that line the house’s 
foundation, thick with weeds. His hand is flat against the surface, 


pressing it open gently, so that it won’t give him away with a telltale 
creak. 


It’s like Steve is watching from outside himself. Seeing his own 
careful steps as he sneaks soundlessly through the darkened kitchen. 
His movements are a little too fluid. He’s flowing through the 
shadows like he belongs to them. He’s not in perfect control, the 
moon and the run earlier keeping the wolf too close to the surface. 
He casts a curious glance around the room, orienting himself in the 
unfamiliar space. There are heaps of pots and pans and dirty dishes 
stacked haphazardly on the countertops, at least several days worth 
of meals left in a cluttered mess. A sloppy pyramid of boxes are 
stacked in the corner cloaked in a yeasty noxious cloud. The various 
scents are thick and unpleasant, but he passes by quietly, focused on 
his reason for entering the house. He slows down cautiously as he 
approaches the solitary light coming from the open archway, and 
peers through into the living room. 


Max is against the wall, arms crossed tightly over her stomach and 
hunched inward. Tears have left her cheeks bright with telltale 
streaks that trail down toward her chin, tucked against her chest. He 
recognizes the attempt to appear smaller, weaker. A fierce pup like 
this one should never have to pretend to be anything other than what 
she is. His eyes drift upward to the one who casts the shadow she’s 
standing in. His skin is a splotchy red from the neck up, and though 
his expression is stony and calm, Steve can smell the barely contained 
rage simmering just beneath the surface. 


His lips split in a low growl, fangs dropping easily into place in less 
than a second. His senses sharpen and he can hear the frantic beat of 
his pup’s heart hammering in her chest overlain with the flat steady 
pounding of whatever serves as this monster’s heart. Steve wants to 
tear into his chest and expose the void there for what it is. This man 
is an imposter. He is no leader, and his pup deserves better. He 
wrinkles his nose as the attention in the room slowly shifts towards 


him. A familiar scent catches in his nostrils; fruit left to spoil and 
ferment. A wet trail of liquid is dripping down the wall next to Max, 
and the floor is littered with shards of broken glass. 


Neil smells like cigar smoke, stale beer, and the sort of thwarted 
frustration Steve has long associated with cowards who pick on those 
weaker than them. He’s too familiar with the scent, has worn it 
himself in the past. It sets his teeth on edge and he can’t help but run 
his tongue nervously over them, careful not to cut himself on their 
sharp surfaces. He doesn’t like this man and how close he’s standing 
to his little sister. 


“Get. Away.” The words burst from his mouth, rough and 
uncompromising. He’s prepared to back up the demand with action, 
claws ready to slice into the soft skin of the other’s underbelly. His 
opponent is dull, slowed by his intoxication. It should be easy to take 
him down despite the aura of fury that surrounds him. He is a weak 
member of the herd, and it’s only natural that Steve should isolate 
him for the slaughter. His teeth practically itch with the need to bury 
themselves into muscle and sinew, to rip and tear and defend what is 
his . That feeling of being outside himself returns for a moment and 
he can’t help but shiver at the thoughts coursing through his brain at 
a maddening pace. He’s terrified by how badly he wants to act on 
them. He’ll do it for Max though, if he has to. 


Bloodshot eyes are regarding him with disgust and uncertainty. The 
man isn’t aware enough yet to feel afraid. “What the fuck?” He asks 
out loud, at Steve, but not of Steve. 


“Away.” He barks again, patience growing short. The man is still too 
close to the pup. If Steve tries to intervene there’s a chance Max 
could be hurt. His head hurts as he tries to think his way through the 
situation, half of him unwilling to cooperate. He isn’t exactly himself 


right now, he knows. He’s some curious mix of wolf and Steve that he 
doesn’t think he’s been before. It’s more than a little surreal. 


“Neil. Listen to him. Please!” 


Both men turn their attention to the girl against the wall. Her eyes 
are hard and unforgiving, even as she’s asking her stepfather to back 
off for his own safety. She’s a good pup. This man doesn’t deserve her 
protection. 


“You know this.... thing ?” 


Steve growls in response, snapping his jaws at the man. 


“No! No. But, I mean... he looks,” she frowns and her eyes dart 
toward Steve, large and remorseful. “Dangerous. It looks dangerous.” 


He knows she doesn’t mean it, so the words roll harmlessly off his 
back. There was a time once when the hurt would have been sharp 
and immediate, but he trusts that she doesn’t really mean what she’s 
saying. The thing is, it’s true. He is dangerous. Can be, when he 
wants. Usually he shies away from that part of his nature, but he 
leans into it now, growling and snarling as he stares unblinking at the 
man across from him. Every time he so much as twitches, Steve 
lunges forward and snaps, eager to keep him in place. Max has 
mentioned in the past that they have a gun somewhere in the house, 
and he’s willing to bet it’s ready and loaded. Steve can’t afford to 
take any chances and let him go after the weapon. 


“Fucking... thing . Animal, monster, whatever you are! Get the fuck 
out of my house!” Spittle flies from the man’s lips and his knuckles 
are white with tension. Steve can see all the signs of an attack before 
his opponent has even made up his mind, but he still isn’t ready for 
what comes next. 


Neil effortlessly reaches behind him with one arm, grabbing the 
fabric of Max’s shirt and hauling her forward so roughly that the 
collar tears away from the rest of the fabric. His arm wraps tightly 
over her shoulder and across her neck, holding her against his chest 
and between the two of them like a shield. 


Rage overtakes his thoughts. The wolf isn’t used to feelings that have 
no place in the wild. It has never hated or hurt something for just the 
pleasure of it. Steve however is familiar with the sensation and allows 
it to fill him, like pouring gasoline on a fire. A rush of energy is red 
hot liquid pouring through his blood and bones. Everything sharpens, 
takes shape with a clarity that’s almost overwhelming. 


Max gasps, and though Steve is fairly certain it’s not because of her 
stepfather’s grip around her throat, he can’t afford to take his eyes 
away from the other man’s face for even a second to check. 


His heart is beating too fast, thundering wildly in his head as Neil 
scowls at him, his glassy gaze radiating contempt. Steve feels a 
momentary stab of pity for Billy, if this is what he faced day in, day 
out. It’s honestly fairly familiar for Steve, too. His only advantage is 
that his parents felt comfortable abandoning Steve for weeks at a 
time the moment he reached double digits, saving him from having 
to live with their scorn constantly on display. He doesn’t want Max 
growing up with this man, with his anger and need to control ruining 
her life, like he ruined his son’s. 


The words are glutinous, sticky and too thick in his throat. His 
tongue only forms the precise sounds reluctantly. “Hawkins is mine . I 
protect what’s mine .” He wishes he had been ready to admit this 
earlier, able to accept himself and fulfill the role that came naturally 
to him. Instead he had resisted. Ignored the call of the moon and hid 
himself behind a veneer of self-absorbed teenage normalcy. People 
had died due to his reluctance. Steve didn’t even know all the names 
of those he might’ve been able to save, but he knew enough for the 
guilt to weigh heavily on his shoulders. 


Barb. Bob. Heather. Billy. Hopper. 


He would die before he would let another name be added to the list 
by his own inaction. 


The man (Neil, his name is Neil, he reminds himself silently, the need 
for labels continually slipping away from him when his sense of smell 
is so much more reliable for identifying people), lets out a 
humourless chortle, a sneer curling the corners of his mouth upward. 
“What, you think she’s yours ?” He demands, shaking Max in his 
meaty grip like a rag doll. Her teeth are bared in a grimace and she’s 
trying to hold herself still despite the way Neil is manhandling her. 


She is ! My pup. Mine. Minemine mine ! The wolf howls wordlessly, 
more a sensation than a coherent thought, and all that comes from 
his throat is a series of deep snarling noises, though his anger is still 
abundantly clear, even to a human. 


Neil’s face is red as he ignores Steve, his rage becoming unfocused 
and diffuse. “She isn’t yours! She isn’t part of Hawkins. We’re only in 


this shithole because my failure of a son forced us to move out here 
after he fucked up our lives in California!” Max’s hands have lifted to 
pry at Neil’s fingers on her throat, pulling desperately as he squeezes 
in the throes of blind rage. Everything is Billy’s fault, or Susan’s fault, 
or someone’s fault, but never his own. Now he’s finally graduated to 
finding reasons to blame Max as well. 


Steve feels trapped, helpless as he watches Neil shake and choke his 
pup, barely aware of her, even as his fingers press into her skin so 
hard that it looks alabaster white beneath his weathered hand. He 
can’t do anything, but not doing anything is just as dangerous. He 
can’t help but break the stare he’s been holding with the other man 
long enough to take in Max’s scared and pinched features. Her eyes 
are wide, but cold. A steely expression is on her face even as she 
struggles to take in short gasps of air. As their gazes connect her eyes 
flicker down a number of times, urging him silently to understand 
her meaning. It’s less her darting glances and more the subtle 
preparations in her posture that tip him off. The slight turn of her 
ankle, the sliding back of her left foot, the almost imperceptible way 
her shoulders tense before she purposely takes a shallow breath and 
holds it, letting her entire body weight suddenly topple forward. 


Neil half cries out in surprise, Max’s drop pulling him forward and off 
balance as she falls gracelessly to the floor. He staggers forward a 
step and the wolf immediately zeroes in on the error in his position, 
the awkward distribution of weight and the unguarded expanses of 
his neck and stomach. 


It would be so simple to bury his claws in that soft underbelly, left 
tender and bloated from too much alcohol and rich foods. He wants 
to. Almost does, in fact. Only the sharp revulsion of his more human 
self draws the instinct up short. Instead he leaps forward and grabs 
the man’s neck, claws leaving faint red marks in his skin that barely 
bead with blood as Steve shoves him backwards against the wall. He 
backpedals over the remains of the broken bottle from earlier, 


cursing and beating at Steve’s arms and torso as he tries ineffectively 
to break free. Steve’s grip is like iron and each attempt only causes 
the claws against Neil’s skin to slide in deeper. Too much struggling 
and the man will wind up slicing one of his arteries open without 
Steve having to do it himself. 


“ Everyone in Hawkins is mine ,” he insists gutturally. They might not 
all be his pack, but so long as Hawkins is his territory it’s his duty to 
protect everyone that calls the town home. “I watch. I watch 
everyone. I’ve watched you .” 


It’s easy to see the pieces click into place in Neil’s eyes. “Those paw 
prints,” he whispers in a husky voice, Adam’s Apple bobbing 
nervously below his jaw. 


“They were a warning. You didn’t listen. PIL be back if you so much 
as raise your voice to...” Max. Steve’s pup. “the girl, ever again. To 
anyone.” 


There’s still a fierceness to the man’s eyes, but he lowers his gaze, 
hands falling limp to his sides as he grunts miserably. “Fine. Monster. 
I get it. So long as you’re here, Hawkins and everyone in it is under 
your protection.” 


Something in his tone feels wrong, his contrition too easily drawn 
out. The wolf is too busy being satisfied with itself, with cowing the 
man before it into submission. It bothers Steve more that he feels like 
he can’t check on Max properly. He wants to draw her into his arms 
and sniff her over for any injuries that need tending. He can’t with 
Neil present. It’s safest to treat her like a stranger, for both of them. 
He still stops to give her an inquiring glance, noting the ragged noise 
she makes as she inhales in deep gasps. She tilts her head up and her 


expression is a mixture of worry and thankfulness. Neither of them 
know what will happen from this point on. Steve might’ve made 
things worse. His instincts might have spiralled a tense and 
uncomfortable situation into something that’s deadly dangerous. It’s 
hard to process since all the wolf feels is relief at saving his pup. He 
can’t conceive that this may only be the beginning of something 
much worse. 


He doesn’t want to walk away, to let her out of his sight, but Max 
nods so slightly that he almost doesn’t catch it. He swallows down all 
the things he wants to say, which isn’t hard when the words feel 
more like a foreign language as they pass ephemerally through his 
thoughts. If he needs to he can hail her on their walkie-talkies later. 


It’s subtle, but slowly Steve notes that the colours in the room are 
becoming desaturated, edges no longer so crisp that he can gauge 
even the smallest distance with a predator’s precision. His humanity 
is reasserting itself as new bursts of adrenaline aren’t continually 
flooding his body. Perhaps it’s because of this that he isn’t able to 
react in time as Neil suddenly pushes off the wall with a bellow of 
rage. 


White hot pain lances into Steve’s side, tearing flesh and fabric open 
easily. A hot splash of blood is already soaking into the waistband of 
his jeans and trickling lower before he can register that he’s been 
stabbed. Neil has a small pocket knife closed in one white knuckled 
fist, and his arm is swinging around to catch Steve in the side once 
more. He feels the blade tremble and catch painfully in one of his 
ribs, lodging deep. As the man pulls back his hand slips off the hilt of 
the weapon, the blood making the handle too slippery to hold now 
that it’s gotten stuck in bone. 


The hurt fades into little more than white noise, matching the 


television sitting nearly silent and ignored on the other side of the 
room. Steve pushes back against the floor and launches himself 
forward with a powerful thrust of his legs, sailing through the air and 
landing on top of Neil. The momentum carries them both heavily to 
the ground and Steve has one clawed hand gripped across the man’s 
face, covering most of his eyes. A thousand lethal solutions flit 
tantalizing through his mind, but he only grips Neil’s face tightly. He 
pulls him up so his head is a foot and a half off the floor, then drives 
his arm back down. Neil’s head hits the hard wood beneath him with 
a satisfying crack and he instantly relaxes into a boneless pile. He 
knows from personal experience just how much this particular move 
hurts. Leaning back, a momentary jolt of worry seizes Steve’s heart. 
At the same time, a sense of primal victory surges through him, the 
two opposing feelings warring disjointedly. The fear breaks first as he 
realizes he can still hear the rhythmic beating of Neil’s heart and 
watch as his chest rises and falls in shallow breaths. He’s alive, 
though unconscious. He’ll wake up eventually. 


“ Sstvv ?” 


He only realizes that his hand is still clamped across Neil’s face when 
Max whispers something at him. She’s tugging gently at his wrist, 
staring up into his face cautiously as she does. He blinks once as 
uncertainty filters back into his mind, gaze dropping worriedly to 
where Max’s hands are still pulling at him. His jacket is still draped 
around her shoulders, so Steve can see the entirety of his arm. It’s 
thicker than usual, and he’s suddenly sensitive to the fact that he can 
feel how much stronger his muscles are, can tell how easy it would 
be to break the fragile bones in Neil’s skull with one quick squeeze. 


“Steve?” Her voice is level, calm in a way that feels pretend. It’s like 
she’s talking to a child, or a scared animal. He can’t blame her. He’s 
not really sure what he is at the moment. “Let go, please?” 


At her request his hand draws back quickly, cradling it close to his 
chest like he’s been burned. It does feel warmer, the hair on the back 
of his forearm thick enough that he can’t discern the skin beneath. 
It’s more than a little freaky, and Steve is glad there aren’t any 
mirrors around for him to accidentally catch his reflection in. His side 
is throbbing steadily in time with his breathing and he glances down 
at the handle sticking out from above his jeans. The grip is wooden, 
but it’s stained red with Steve’s blood. Gritting his teeth, he wraps a 
hand around the knife and gives it a firm wrench, pulling it out of his 
flesh with another small trickle of blood spilling out and soaking into 
his clothing. 


“Steve!” Max gasps, leaning in to press her hands against the wound. 
He huffs out a small sigh, touched, but unbothered. 


“Hey, it’s not a big deal, Red. It’ll heal just fine. ’m tough like that.” 


It’s a weak joke but it still manages to make Max sigh out a single 
laugh under her breath before leaning forward and wrapping her 
arms tightly around Steve’s neck. Her nails scratch comfortingly at 
the thick ruff of fur that’s grown there. “No, you’re not, Dingus,” she 
shakes her head, using Robin’s favourite nickname for him. “Are you 
sure you're okay?” 


“Tm fine,” he replies softly against her forehead, relief allowing him 
to smile now that the immediate threat is over. “You?” 


She draws in a few breaths, each progressively steadier than the one 
before. She sits back on her haunches, red stained hands fidgeting 
restlessly with one of Robin’s bracelets around her wrist. “Yes. No,” 
she admits with a grimace, a furrow creating deep lines between her 
brows. “He didn’t hurt me, or anything. Just scared me. But, like, 


that’s bad enough, right?” 


Steve nods. 


“Ever since Billy died, all he does is drink. Work and drink. I think 
my mom’s scared too. More than before. His temper is worse. It’s 
easier to set him off. He hasn’t hit either of us yet,” she shrugs, hands 
balling into fists. 


“It’s just a matter of time.” 


“T think so. I don’t know what I’m supposed to do, though.” 


“Where is your mom? I don’t smell her, or hear her.” He casts around 
uselessly, sniffing idly, trying again to catch any indication of 
someone else’s presence in the house. 


“She had to go visit her sister in Fort Wayne. She broke her leg and 
Mom went up to help for a couple of days. Neil wasn’t happy about 
it. I think he’s suspicious. He thinks she’s cheating, or going to leave 
him. That’s why I had to stay behind. So he knew she’d be coming 
back.” 


Steve can’t help but growl, and Max smiles wryly. “Yeah, I feel that 
way too. It’s really fucked up.” 


“Normally I’d tell you to watch your language, but yeah, you’re right. 


It’s super fucked up.” They laugh quietly together until a muffled 
grunt from Neil causes them both to freeze, eyes darting over to him 
in unison. He snorts a few more times before his breath steadies out 
into a normal sleepy rhythm. 


“He smells rancid,” Steve comments absently, continuing to watch 
the other man as he thinks things over. 


“Yeah, mom’s not here to do laundry and I’m not doing it for him. No 
way.” 


“How’d he take that?” 


“Well, you saw the end result. When I was trying to sneak back in, he 
woke up pissed that the laundry and dishes weren’t done. I told him 
that Pd done my own cleaning, that what was left was his . He threw 
a bottle at the wall in front of me and just...” she shakes slightly as 
her eyes go glassy with the recollection. It makes Steve’s decision 
easy. 


“Grab some clothes and whatever you need for a couple of days. 
You're not staying here while your mom’s gone.” 


“I don’t think that’s going to make things any easier with Neil. Pll 
have to come back eventually.” 


“Yeah, I know. I wish you didn’t. I’ll make sure he knows I’m around 
though. I’ll be watching him.” 


She frowns, reaching out to give his shoulder a light push. “You have 
to live your life, Steve. You can’t just hang around my backyard all 
the time.” 


“I can do both. Besides. In a few years you'll be off in college. I can 
tough it out for that long.” 


She pushes him again, hard enough that he sways a little this time. 
“Yow’re not supposed to, is the point.” 


“I think we passed the point of ‘supposed to’ long ago, Red. The 
world just isn’t how it’s supposed to be. Dimensional rifts, teen 
psychics, demodogs...” As he lists each one he ticks it off on a finger, 
noting that his hands have slowly been reverting back to normal as 
the adrenaline fades. That’s reassuring. The last thing he needs is to 
get stuck in some weird in-between shape. Might make working more 
awkward than it already is. Keith would probably have some sort of 
rule about not employing canines. Totally discriminatory. 


“Werewolves,” Max pokes his hand and ticks down the next finger for 
him, her lips quirked in a half smile. “And El isn’t psychic. She has 
telekinesis, and remote viewing.” Sounds like she’s done research on 
her friend’s powers. Where does a person even find books about these 
sorts of subjects? Steve wishes that being born a werewolf came with 
some sort of manual or guide book. 


“Oh yeah? Do you know for certain she isn’t psychic?” 


That manages to catch Max off guard, and her mouth snaps closed. 
“She would tell me if she were,” she finally rationalizes, her tone 
flippant and utterly certain. She tosses her hair off her shoulders and 
pushes up on her knees. Steve can’t help but notice that one of them 
is sporting a tear that wasn’t there a few hours ago. 


“Unless she doesn’t know. Who knows what her limits really are? 
Sometimes stuff comes up suddenly, out of nowhere, when it’s 
needed.” 


She holds out her hand, leaning back when Steve reaches out and 
clasps their palms together. They’re both sticky with drying blood. 
She puts her back into helping him stand up, and he allows her, 
content to let Max bear a large portion of his weight. She narrows her 
eyes at him suspiciously, but says nothing as she basically heaves 
until he’s off the floor. “Is that what tonight was for you?” She pants 
after he’s standing beside her, smoothing out the wrinkles in his 
jeans. There’s a jagged rip along the seam on his ass and he wonders 
if that means he grew a tail at some point and didn’t even realize it. 
He rather not dwell on it. 


“Yeah. This was.... new. I don’t know. It just happened. I wasn’t in 
control exactly.” 


“Tt wasn’t anything bad,” she rushes to assure him, practically 
reading his mind and the doubt he’s harbouring. “You were still you , 
just furrier. Still not some kind of cool Hollywood Wolfman.” 


Before he can make a retort, Max ducks her head and turns quickly, 
rushing out of the room fast enough that her hair flies out behind 
her. Steve is startled and uncertain what caused her sudden shift in 
moods, but hangs back to give her a bit of distance in case that’s 


what she needs. He can comfortably hear her moving about, opening 
the door to her room and shuffling through her stuff. That’s enough 
for him to feel like he’s still keeping watch over her. 


In Max’s absence the living room seems uncannily still. The only 
sound is Neil’s breathing, soft and shallow mostly. Steve doesn’t hear 
the man’s heart any longer, and he feels grateful that he can’t. He’d 
rather not have to think about Neil Hargrove’s well-being any more 
for the rest of the night. 


The room is a testament to how much of a downward spiral he’s 
caught in. Now that he isn’t distracted, Steve can sort through the 
myriad unpleasant scents tainting the air. Beer and unwashed skin, 
dust and mold. The faint smell of the slowly rotting food on the 
dishes in the kitchen reaches him, as well as what he can only guess 
is an open garbage bag that’s been left too long somewhere else in 
the house. Max’s home life is rapidly falling apart, and still she came 
to warn him to be careful of Neil. At least he can give her a safe place 
to stay until her mom comes back. It’s not much, but it’s better than 
what she has here. 


He’s still staring down at the unconscious figure on the floor, a faint 
trail of blood dribbling from a fat lip that Steve doesn’t remember 
giving him, when Max returns. She’s got a hockey bag slung over her 
shoulder and it’s bulky with weight. Not thinking, Steve grabs the 
strap from her, hefting it onto himself. The toe of her runner catches 
him lightly in the calf, but her expression isn’t displeased. She drops 
a piece of paper onto Neil’s chest and turns toward the back door, 
leaving Steve to stumble to catch up. 


“What was that?” 


“T told Neil I was going to stay with a friend for a few nights. Just in 
case.” 


“In case the monster comes back?” He smiles thinly, once more 
uncertain about what he’s accidentally set in motion. Max seems less 
anxious than he is, which isn’t a bad thing. He can bear the burden of 
worry for both of them, if need be. He’s the one responsible for this, 
even if his intentions were good. He has a unique ability to wind up 
in terrifying situations despite meaning well. He really oughtta be 
used to it by now. 


They leave out the back of the kitchen and hop down the steps to 
walk across the short scrubby grass that makes up the Hargrove’s 
lawn. It’s unkempt, long around the edges and trodden down through 
the middle. Steve’s pretty sure Billy used to be the one who mowed 
their yard before everything happened. If Max cares about the 
appearance of these things, she doesn’t show it. She kicks idly 
through the grass and dirt, moving with swift assuredness into the 
line of trees ahead. Steve picks up his pace to not lose sight of her. 
The wound in his side is no more than a slight tug of discomfort as he 
moves, the flesh mostly knitted back together. He’s more bothered by 
the tacky feeling of his shirt clinging to his skin, than by the injury. 


“T didn’t mean what I said, y’know.” 


Max’s voice is soft but firm, breaking Steve out of his distraction. She 
casts a look over her shoulder when he doesn’t reply, her brows 
casting heavy shadows over her eyes. 


“Oh. Uh. Okay?” 


“T called you an ‘it’. I didn’t want to. I didn’t mean it.” 


“Hey,” Steve shakes his head with a chuckle, more than a little 
pleased if this is all that’s troubling her right now. “It was a good 
thing to say. Smart. I wasn’t really thinking, busting in there like 
that. If Neil realized that ’m someone you know, that could make 
things bad for me. You said what you had to to protect us both. I 
thought you were really smart, Red.” 


“Well, one of us has to be.” 


“Haha, what a great joke. So original. How do you do it?” 


“Td explain it, if I thought you would understand.” 


“Yeah, yeah. You can outthink me, sure. Bet you can’t outrun me 
though, kiddo.” Steve teases, breaking into a graceful lope and easily 
passing Max. It’s not a fair contest, considering she’s got much 
shorter legs and he’s a werewolf, but they have fun charging through 
the bushes and over rocks and tree roots, the bright silvery light of 
the almost full moon above illuminating the path. As Max starts to 
flag, her stamina simply unable to keep up with him, Steve scoops 
her up easily under her arms and knees. The hesitance he felt earlier 
about touching her unexpectedly has melted away, and she seems 
relaxed in his hold. “Let’s get home, hm?” He suggests, not slowing as 
he races off in the direction of his own house, far on the opposite side 
of the town. Max snuggles down deeper into the folds of his jacket 
and lets out a small yawn as her head lolls against his chest. She’s 
already asleep by the time he’s rounding his pool and taking the back 
steps two at a time. 


Over his shoulder the moon is still a comforting presence, shining 
down over his backyard. She’s always been there, watching over him. 
Smiling down at the girl dreaming peacefully in his arms, Steve 
promises he’ll be there to watch over Max in turn. He’s always 
wondered why he was born the way he is, but if tonight holds even a 
small piece of the answer, then it’s a purpose he can be content with. 


Kicking off his shoes and stepping inside, Steve closes and locks the 
sliding glass doors behind them. There'll be plenty of other nights 
ahead where they can go run again. For now it’s time to rest and 
heal. His pack is safe. 


Author's Note: 


Whew, you made it! I honestly don’t even know what 
this story was. Like, wow. Still, thanks for reading! 
Feel free to leave a comment, or stop by my tumblr, 
under the same name as my handle here. Have a 
great day! 


